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ABSTRACT
The effectiveness of Intelligent Profiles as a model for enabling
change in the lives of six w o m e n returning to study has been explored
within a comparative case study framework. Traditional approaches to
counselling and assessment have been challenged because they rest on
accepted ideas about knowledge that underpin the subordinate position
that w o m e n occupy in our society. These approaches subtly collude with
society's discriminatory views of w o m e n by failing to address issues
associated with their segregation within education and the workplace.
Intelligent Profiles is presented as an alternative model of counselling and
assessment that enables mature-age female students to appraise their
abilities and potential in w a y s that have not been open to them before.
Grounded in the theory of Multiple Intelligences (M.I.), the model
combines a pluralist view of intelligence with an approach to counselling
that is based on feminist principles. The incorporation of a narrative
approach that challenges dominant social and cultural discourses has
provided opportunities for questioning events and issues revealed in the
stories told by the w o m e n during the counselling process. T h e eight
distinct domains of intelligence that have been identified within M.I. theory
provided the w o m e n with a framework for constructing individual profiles
that m a p p e d the relative level of development of each of the intelligences.
Information for these individual profiles w a s drawn from the stories that
each w o m a n told. Experiences were interpreted so that the pattern of
relative strengths and
intellectual profile could

weaknesses
be

that reflected each

woman's

constructed. Within the collaborative

relationships that were established during the counselling process the
w o m e n were able to assign n e w meanings to their experiences.
The use of open-ended and collaborative interviews provided a
context in which life stories could be explored. A n analysis of these stories
involved identifying primary and secondary narrative representations, as
well as underlying narratives. This w a s carried out in combination with an

vii
analysis of the content, process and structure of the stories. T h e s e
approaches to interviewing and analysis were combined within the
comparative case study method, allowing the voices of individual w o m e n
to remain distinct whilst identifying points of convergence a m o n g the
stories.

Based on this methodological approach it became evident through
the w o m e n ' s stories that an increased sense of personal a g e n c y w a s
acquired

as they participated

in the counselling

process. Three

intelligences e m e r g e d as being particularly important in this process: the
Linguistic, Intrapersonal and Interpersonal intelligences. Through the
interplay of these intelligences, each w o m a n w a s enabled to construct the
story of her life and her future in w a y s that had previously not been
possible. Intelligent Profiles e m e r g e d as an effective m o d e l of c h a n g e in
the lives of these w o m e n .
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Trotogue
A few years ago I taught a group of women who had returned to
study to gain the necessary qualifications for re-entering the paid workforce.
As mature-age students with a particular goal in mind, I found that their
commitment

and application to the coursework was outstanding. Without

exception, they were able to draw on a wealth of background experiences in
order to make sense of the abstract ideas under consideration. They could
also articulate their understandings very clearly and were able to construct
assignments of an exceptionally high standard. In every sense they were
"perfect" students. This led me

to wonder

how

they had chosen the

particular course they were undertaking because it seemed that the jobs they
were likely to secure would

not allow them to fulfil the considerable

potential they each demonstrated. So, I asked each one of them how they
had come to enrol in this course and found a common

theme in their

answers.

The women told me that, before enrolling, they had each sought
the advice of a guidance counsellor about courses of study and future
employment options. One woman,

Mary, explained that the counsellor had

asked her what experience she had gained during the years spent at home
with her young children. Mary had been unable to think of anything she had
done that could be regarded as uvorthu/hi/e. The counsellor agreed with her
that she had little to offer in terms of experience apart from caring for young
children. The advice she received was to enrol in a course that would qualify
her to work as an assistant in a child-care centre. After all, reasoned the
counsellor, this was the only area in which she had demonstrated any skills.
In addition, the course operated within school hours and when qualified she
would be able to work and still take full responsibility for her family of five
growing children. The counsellor did not mention the fact that this position
would provide her with a low income and with no opportunities for
advancement, like the other uvomen in the group who received similar
advice, Mary agreed that she was ideally suited to this type of work'.
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Chapter 1

INTELLIGENT PROFILES: A MODEL FOR CHANGE
IN WOMEN'S LIVES

Returning to study can be thought of as a window of opportunity
through which personal goals can be achieved and potential can b e
fulfilled. It m a y involve upgrading existing qualifications or pursuing a
n e w direction altogether but, whatever the case, it requires an appraisal
of past experiences and current abilities in order to determine the
direction to be taken. As a mature-age entrant, life is typically fraught with
all kinds of tensions as relationships, responsibilities and the d e m a n d s
of study are juggled. Nevertheless, increasing numbers of people are
pursuing this option, regarding it as an opportunity for having a second
chance in life.
The choices that are made in regard to academic pathways
leading to future careers are part of a complex decision-making process.
For most people, an issue of central importance in this process is
whether or not they possess the intellectual ability to meet the d e m a n d s
involved in particular courses. Decisions of this nature are frequently
based on past experiences, with an assessment of potential resting on
a personal appraisal of earlier successes and failures. This process of
self-appraisal m a y also be influenced by information drawn from
professional advisers, m a n y of w h o m use traditional approaches to
assessment and counselling.
When women return to study after years spent in unpaid
housework or in poorly paid unskilled work, appraisal based on past
experiences m a y offer a nebulous basis for determining future success.

3 0009 03261377 5

-2O n e reason for this is that limited recognition and value are assigned to
the abilities that are frequently involved in activities of this nature. Work
within the home, like unskilled work, is generally considered to be of little
value (Oakley, 1974). This problem can be compounded for w o m e n
w h e n the counsellors and academic advisers they approach for
guidance confirm the personal appraisals they have already m a d e .
Counsellors often agree, either implicitly or explicitly, with statements
reflecting a lack of confidence in skills and abilities and, in the process,
provide a limited basis for projecting potential options for study and
work. In addition, conventional techniques

of assessment

and

counselling, whether relying on past academic experience or measures
of interest and skill, tap a narrow range of abilities only.

For many women, returning to study presents an opportunity for
pursuing substantial life changes and for counsellors and academic
advisers the challenge must be one of supporting self-appraisal from a
position that identifies and values ability and potential on an individual
basis. More recent conceptualisations of intelligence have challenged
the limited nature of traditional approaches by recognising that a diverse
range of abilities is open to assessment (Gardner, 1983; Sternberg,
1988). What is of particular importance for w o m e n is that the pluralist
nature of these more recent approaches to intelligence also provides a
basis for challenging accepted ideas about knowledge that underpin the
subordinate position that w o m e n occupy in our society.

The aim of this thesis is to question what has traditionally been
valued as ability or skill, to challenge the process of assessment on
which the evaluation of potential rests and to construct an approach that
will actively support the personal, social and political changes that are
necessary for the fulfilment of individual potential. In order to meet this
aim, the experiences of six w o m e n have been explored as they have
engaged in a process of self-appraisal. The w o m e n , all mature-age
students, have taken part in a project in which conventional views of

-3ability and potential have been challenged within a context that supports
an alternative approach to assessment and counselling.

The main purpose of this thesis, then, has been to construct a
model of assessment and counselling that will support mature-age
female students as they appraise their abilities and potentials.
Intelligent Profiles, the model that is proposed, incorporates a pluralist
view of intelligence with an approach to assessment and counselling
that is based on feminist principles. Within this framework, w o m e n are
presented with an opportunity for telling their stories so that past
experiences can be re-interpreted and new stories created in a context
that promotes a sense of personal agency. In addition, the research on
which this thesis rests has been concerned with exploring the
effectiveness of this model as a platform for change in the lives of those
women.

Providing a Rationale
The impetus for this thesis stemmed initially from a combination
of m y o w n experiences as a mature-age student and, later, as a teacher
of w o m e n returning to study. In c o m m o n with Dorothy Neville (1984), I
have observed that pursuing research interests based on one's own life
experience is a relatively c o m m o n theme amongst female academics.
Rather than being a fanciful invention, the "Prologue" presents an
account of one woman's experience that has particular significance for
this thesis. Mary, the w o m a n w h o s e experience w a s described earlier,
w a s a mature-age student in one of the first adult classes in which I
worked as a teacher. She also b e c a m e a participant in an initial pilot
study for this thesis and it w a s the poignancy of her story that finally
influenced m e to pursue the line of research presented here. Although
her entire story is not included in this thesis, her experience highlights
the inadequacy that traditional approaches to counselling m a y have for
many women.

-4During interviews for the pilot study, Mary described h o w she had
sought professional guidance before embarking on a course of study.
Little attempt w a s m a d e to investigate the extent of the abilities that she
had developed in the course of assuming responsibilities within her
family and local community. The interview with a guidance counsellor did
not reveal the fact that she had already partially completed an undergraduate degree as an external student, nor that she could express
ideas at a sophisticated level, both orally and through the written word.
Her proficiency as a violinist and the expertise she had developed
through her contributions to local schools and community organisations
were not mentioned. The counsellor had failed to elicit these details and
Mary had not raised these points for discussion herself. These were
attributes to which she attached little or no value because of an
overwhelming lack of self-confidence. A s she indicated once during the
course of an interview, she w a s poor and likely to stay that way and she
had learned that no one heard her w h e n she talked about herself or her
problems.
The lack of voice that Mary had experienced and the
accompanying lack of power that underwrites it were both reiterated by a
counsellor w h o chose to accept, rather than challenge, conventional
approaches to appraisal. The limited range of abilities that were
considered in Mary's interview with the guidance counsellor, as well as
the lack of value attributed to them, allowed little speculation about their
further development or consideration of the opportunities that might lead
to a realisation of her potential. For this w o m a n , her prospects were
narrowly defined. In addition, her personal experience had already
confirmed that this w a s all she could expect.

On a more personal level, as a mature-age student myself, I was
frequently frustrated by the lack of recognition accorded to skills and
abilities that I had developed both in the paid workforce and the home.
Conventional standards of success and achievement left little space to

-5assess or value the non-traditional abilities that were acquired through
the experience of living. In addition, as a psychology student pursuing a
course in vocational assessment and counselling, one particular
experience haunted m e for years. As part of the course work, students
were required to undertake aptitude tests and, on the basis of the
results, their capability for various occupations w a s determined. IvV
results on a particular test suggested that the only position for which I
would be able to qualify w a s a "faggoting machine operator"! W h e n I
questioned m y teacher about this result, as I obviously had other
directions in mind given the course in which I w a s enrolled, he laughed
and told m e not to worry. H e assured m e that the test w a s for the
"unskilled" only, not for people like m e w h o were "skilled". His response
did little to answer m y question and still less to address the issues
e m b e d d e d within an approach such as this. Whilst I acknowledge that
vocational guidance carried out by qualified professionals is certainly a
more complex procedure than I have just described, I would argue that
the underlying principles and inherent prejudices of assessment
techniques with which I battled as a student still exist.

When women's abilities are not recognised and valued by
traditional approaches, it is more likely that they will be channelled into a
relatively narrow range of occupations, with little encouragement to
achieve beyond the "glass ceiling" which currently limits them. O n e
important avenue that lends itself to significant individual and social
change is w o m e n ' s access to, and participation within, the world of
work.

Whilst there is no doubt that the influence of the w o m e n ' s

m o v e m e n t has been positive and productive for w o m e n in general
terms, their continued segregation and under-representation, both as
students and in the workforce, is well-documented (Office for the Status
of W o m e n , 1997). This situation is the result of a combination of
complex factors, but I believe that the limitations of conventional
approaches to assessment

and counselling contribute in s o m e

m e a s u r e to this state of affairs. This belief, combined with m y o w n

-6experiences and those of Mary and other w o m e n like her, has influenced
m y decision to challenge traditional approaches and to search for an
alternative solution.

The problems faced by Mary highlight issues associated with
gender as well as class. In addition, these problems are generally
compounded for w o m e n of various racial and minority backgrounds.
Within Australia, for example, both educational and

occupational

opportunities are more limited for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
w o m e n than for w o m e n in general (OSW, 1997). A s Jacky Brine (1995)
and many others have argued, issues related to gender are inevitably
affected by class and race as well. W e need to consider, then, h o w the
manner in which w o m e n view their skills and abilities, their potential and
their options for the future can be effectively extended and supported
w h e n they face the prospect of returning to study as mature-age
entrants.

Challenging Traditional Approaches
This thesis challenges the effectiveness of traditional approaches
to self-appraisal, assessment and counselling for w o m e n returning to
study on two grounds. First, a narrowly conceived idea of intelligence
has dominated thinking in the Western world for centuries (Gould, 1981).
As Howard Gardner (1983) points out, intelligence is commonly
assumed to refer to a limited range of abilities that can be measured
objectively and yet there are many areas of ability and expertise that are
not valued and that defy assessment by these standards. In relation to
conventional assessments of intelligence for those w h o lack selfconfidence and under-estimate their capabilities, or w h o s e education
and life opportunities have been limited, traditional techniques of
assessment often accept rather than challenge the erroneous beliefs
that have developed about personal ability. W o m e n , in particular, find
themselves categorised or pigeon-holed into a narrow range of study
and work options according to the constraints of their o w n beliefs, the

-7limitations of a specific assessment tool or the guidance given by one
w h o fails to challenge convention.

Secondly, traditional approaches to assessment and counselling
reflect the discriminatory views that our society has developed in relation
to w o m e n . In addition, they confirm, rather than question, the lack of
value that m a n y w o m e n ascribe to themselves. These approaches
collude with society's discriminatory views of w o m e n , particularly with
their segregation in academia and in the workplace. In both cases,
w o m e n operate within a narrower range of focus than m e n and at levels
that are generally subordinate in a variety of ways (OSW, 1997). This
positioning of w o m e n within the social structure reflects an underlying
assumption that w o m e n are inferior. In other words, what w o m e n know
is not regarded as valuable and any expertise they may develop is seen
as limited, thus lessening the likelihood that they will be encouraged to
a s s u m e positions of authority. The connections a m o n g knowledge,
expertise and authority are quite clear and one's credibility as a "knower"
reflects the value attached to one's expertise (Code, 1991). What is also
quite clear, as Lorraine C o d e (1991) has observed, is that "anyone w h o
wanted to count as a knower has commonly had to be male" (p. 9, italics
in original). Conventional assessment techniques, as well as the
approaches to counselling within which they are couched, rest on
"received" ideas about w h o can know and perpetuate the subordinate
positioning of w o m e n .

The model that is proposed in this thesis, Intelligent Profiles,
represents a combination of two approaches: a pluralist approach to
defining intelligence and an approach to counselling that incorporates
feminist principles. Although each of these approaches can be
considered independently, the effectiveness of the model relies on an
interplay between the two: neither one on its own can adequately
address the problems outlined above. The structure of the model will be
discussed in greater detail in a later chapter but, for the moment, a brief

-8outline of the inter-dependency of these two separate approaches is
necessary.

Integrating Alternative Approaches
Accepted notions of intelligence underlie m a n y approaches to
assessment and counselling, disadvantaging both w o m e n and m e n . As
Howard Gardner (1983) points out, the two conventional measures of
intelligence, linguistic and logical-mathematical, identify only a narrow
range of our resources and yet w e rely on them almost exclusively in
formal assessments of ability. In addition, w e commonly rely on
linguistic expression as a "de facto measure of intelligence" (Vialle,
Lysaght & Verenikina, 2000, p. 95) w h e n

we

make

informal

assessments of others. The narrow range of these traditional definitions
of intelligence acts as a filter to limit individual self-appraisal and ideas
about potential. Abilities that cannot readily be interpreted within these
two categories have a tendency to stand outside the realms of both
formal and informal assessment.
Howard Gardner's (1983) theory of Multiple Intelligences (M.I.)
provides a m u c h broader conceptualisation of intelligence, giving
credence to experiences that traditionally have been assigned limited
value. From this perspective, eight different domains of intelligence have
currently been identified. In addition to the Linguistic and LogicalMathematical

domains,

Musical,

Spatial,

Bodily-Kinaesthetic,

Interpersonal, Intrapersonal and Naturalist intelligences have also been
outlined. Gardner (1983; 1998) suggests that each one of us is born with
certain potentials or the capacity for developing abilities in these eight
different areas. A combination of biological predispositions

and

opportunities for experiences within these intelligence domains results
in the development of a unique pattern of strengths and weaknesses for
each individual. This pattern can be represented as a profile that m a p s
the relative level of development of each of the intelligences for the
person involved. Rather than assessing one's ability based

on

-9comparison with others, the profile presents a picture of the relative
strengths and w e a k n e s s e s across the intelligences for any one person.
The construction of this intellectual profile rests on appraisal based on
past performance and current abilities. It encourages speculation about
the further development of particular abilities and of the opportunities
that will lead to the realisation of potential.

This pluralist approach to intelligence has the potential to
legitimate the abilities that m a n y w o m e n have developed over the course
of years spent in the h o m e or in the paid workforce. It provides a basis
for acknowledging and interpreting a variety of skills that cannot be
defined within conventional m e a s u r e s of intelligence. It also supports
the process of self-appraisal by providing a framework for reinterpreting
past experiences so that abilities can be valued in ways that will hold
new meanings for the future. Within this context, the construction of a
personal profile, particularly in regard to Linguistic intelligence and the
personal intelligences, Intrapersonal and Interpersonal intelligence, can
serve as a crystallising experience for the content of a w o m a n ' s life story.
The full potential of M.I. for women will not be realised, however,
unless the counselling approach within which it is couched is predicated
upon feminist principles. A counsellor working from a non-feminist
approach will certainly be able to use M.I. in order to help a client
construct a more comprehensive profile of her abilities than would be
the case using traditional forms of assessment. A feminist approach,
however, will encourage a questioning of traditionally held assumptions
about w o m e n as "knowers", as well as an exploration of options for
study and work that lie beyond traditionally gendered boundaries. In
addition, whilst a feminist approach to counselling will develop the
awareness a w o m a n has of herself and of her position in the world, it is
only w h e n pursued in conjunction with the construction of an M.I. profile
that a concrete representation of her abilities and potential will be

-10achieved. Neither one approach nor the other alone will be as effective
as a combination of the two.

Counselling and assessment approaches pursued from a
feminist perspective have enormous potential for enabling w o m e n to
take control of every aspect of their lives. The M.I. approach to
assessment is particularly appealing because it gives recognition to
skills and abilities that have previously been hidden or undervalued. For
this reason it gives greater access to those w h o frequently operate
outside the traditional areas of achievement, specifically

those

marginalised on the basis of gender, class and race. Rather than
categorising w o m e n in terms of conventional abilities, a pluralist
approach such as M.I. supports a broadly based evaluation of past
experiences and abilities that, in turn, will permit more informed
decisions to be m a d e in regard to future options. A feminist approach to
counselling encourages a consideration of the continuing inequities that
exist within society, permitting awareness and encouraging action at
both the personal and political levels. With a specific focus on the needs
of w o m e n , this combination of approaches meets an important goal of
feminist scholarship: to enable changes that will specifically benefit
women.

A number of questions are especially pertinent to the inquiry that
has been undertaken within this research. O n e question in particular is
viewed as overarching: H o w effective is Intelligent Profiles as a m e a n s of
self-appraisal for mature-age w o m e n ? Other questions, however, are of
a more specific nature: H o w do w o m e n initially appraise their skills and
abilities w h e n confronting decisions regarding changes to study and
work patterns? H o w

does this self-appraisal change with their

experience of Intelligent Profiles? What are the outcomes for mature-age
students w h o have engaged in this particular approach to counselling?
What observations can be m a d e of the entire process? The answers to
these questions

receive attention within later chapters

as

the

-11construction of the w o m e n ' s individual profiles and an analysis of the
accounts they give of their lives are presented.

Politics and Parameters in Research
It has been argued that psychiatry is politics disguised as science
(Szasz, 1984). A similar point m a y be m a d e in relation to research and,
no doubt, many other areas of expertise. Choices relating to a particular
paradigm, one theoretical perspective rather than another and the
inclusion of one group of people (or even one person) instead of others
all reflect political acts. Whilst no apology is necessary for the manner in
which those choices have been m a d e in regard to this thesis, an
acknowledgment of the political context in which these decisions are
couched is important.
The political motivation behind the decision to focus on women is
addressed within the following pages, but it is recognised that Intelligent
Profiles could

effectively

serve

other

groups

who

experience

marginalisation in one form or another. The approach that has been
taken in this thesis, however, is based on a very definite and determined
decision to address issues of social justice concerning w o m e n . A s
researchers, teachers and counsellors it is important to recognise that
w e do not operate on the basis of arbitrary decisions but rather from
choices that stem from our o w n ideologies. In a similar vein it has been
argued that "ideas do not fall from the sky; they are artifacts constructed
by people whose thinking is never ideologically impartial" (Luepnitz,
1988, in C h a p m a n , 1993, p. 61). M y decision to operate from a feminist
perspective is as m u c h a personal one as it is a political one. The
factors that have influenced m y choice of theoretical perspectives, as
well as the manner in which they have been integrated, reflect this
position. In addition, the purpose of this thesis, to develop an alternative
model for self-appraisal, assessment and counselling, supports the
feminist goal of enabling change in w o m e n ' s lives.
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have been

marginalised in our society m e a n s that w e cannot disengage ourselves
from contextual issues. Jane C h a p m a n (1993) uses the example of the
"relative invisibility of the victimisation of w o m e n " (p. 59) from nonEnglish speaking and Aboriginal backgrounds in Australia to m a k e this
point. S h e argues that the experiences of these w o m e n are accepted to
the extent that they rarely attract public attention. Following her argument,
I would contend that an acknowledgment of this situation m a k e s it
incumbent on us to extend the parameters of research "to include
cultural and political analysis, including issues of gender" (Chapman,
1993, p. 59). To ignore this argument is to deny the presence of
patriarchy in our work and to place ourselves in a position of collusion
with it(Goldner, 1985).

Feminism represents a collection of diverse philosophical
perspectives. However, as Alison Jaggar (1983) suggests, feminists are
"united by a belief that the unequal and inferior social status of w o m e n is
unjust and needs to be changed" (p. 322). The issues that generally fuel
debate a m o n g feminists are their ideas about what needs to be
changed and how

these changes m a y be achieved. This thesis

obviously presents a particular view about the nature of change that m a y
be useful for s o m e w o m e n under particular conditions and the various
ideas that have informed this perspective will be discussed in later
chapters. For the moment, however, it is important to outline the feminist
principles underlying the personal approach I have taken in this thesis.
The principles that have been adopted follow closely those expressed by
Joanne Hall and Patricia Stephens (1991, p. 17):
1. a valuing of w o m e n and a validation of w o m e n ' s
experiences, ideas and needs;
2. a recognition of the existence of ideological, structural,
and interpersonal conditions that oppress w o m e n ;
and
3. a desire to bring about social change of oppressive
constraints through criticisms and political action.
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scholarship must include action that will induce changes improving the
status of w o m e n that these principles have been embraced.
Organisation of this Thesis
At a seminar I attended recently, M e m Fox, a well-known author of
children's books in Australia, exhorted the participants to write in "fear
and trepidation" of their audience at all times. Her advice rang in m y ears
as I set about the task of structuring what I had written into a form that
would provide m y readers with ready access to the development of
ideas that underpin this thesis. It m a d e m e question the decision I had
taken to write myself into the text of this thesis but it also m a d e m e more
determined than ever to privilege the words of the w o m e n with w h o m I
had spoken, because this is where the heart of m y work lies.
Consequently, whilst being concerned with challenging what I regard as
discriminatory yet pervasive practices, I have constructed this thesis with
an eye to building up a case for an alternative approach. However, it is
the words of the w o m e n , as they construct and reconstruct themselves,
that determine the efficacy of the approach that is proposed. The
particular organisation of this thesis reflects these ideas.

The first four chapters incorporate theory and argument. Chapter
O n e has already provided a brief overview of the main issues and the
manner in which the research addresses them. Chapter T w o outlines
the current status of w o m e n in society, particularly in regard to work, as
well as the epistemological concerns that accompany the position they
occupy. The issues that contemporary feminists consider as they work
in various ways with w o m e n , especially in relation to assessment and
counselling, are considered in Chapter Three. The theory of Multiple
Intelligences is presented in Chapter Four, with a consideration of the
manner in which a narrative or storied approach can contribute to its
effectiveness. Chapter Five outlines in detail the model that has been
proposed within this thesis, as well as the way in which the research
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stories and with the profiles each w o m a n has constructed for herself.
Chapter Seven analyses and interprets the information that has been
gathered, with particular emphasis on the significance of the Linguistic
and personal intelligences as a platform for change. The final chapter,
Chapter Eight, returns to the aim and purpose of this thesis as the
effectiveness of Intelligent Profiles as a m e a n s of self-appraisal is
considered.
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Chapter 2

THE WOMAN QUESTION:
WOMEN, WORK AND KNOWLEDGE

The importance of work as a source of personal satisfaction and
social recognition is well accepted within Western society. T o a large
extent w e are defined through our work and, accordingly, w e develop a
sense of self as well as a measure of our o w n worth. In addition, the
fulfillment of individual potential that our labours m a y provide is not only
satisfying on a personal level, but it is also a unique expression of our
contribution as individuals to society. This m e a n s of identification and
recognition, however, is more readily available to m e n than it is to
w o m e n (Sachs, 1992). In fact, in both the public and private spheres
w o m e n continue to be relegated to positions that deny them the power
that knowledge, expertise and authority traditionally confer (Code, 1991).
Epistemological Concerns: Who Knows?
My particular concern in this chapter is with the subordinate
position that w o m e n occupy in society, as well as with the assumptions
about knowledge and knowing that this positioning reflects. The
epistemological issues that underwrite the positioning of w o m e n within
Western society have been addressed by Lorraine Code (1991) in her
book, What Can She Know?
Knowledge.

Feminist Theory and the Construction of

Throughout this book she explores the politics of

knowledge, arguing that the "sex of the knower" is epistemologically
significant. C o d e (1991) argues that mainstream epistemology has
informed "institutionalised disciplines" such as the social sciences
which propagate knowledge about w o m e n , thus ensuring their
subordinate position within society. W o m e n are represented by many
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and most rational kind" (Code, 1991, p. x). This occurs because
mainstream or "malestream" (O'Brien, 1980) epistemologies, that reify
empiricism and the positivist credo it supports, continue to inform these
disciplines. Alternative methods of analysis and explanation such as
hermeneutics, whilst providing a recent challenge to accepted ways of
thinking, have so far failed to dispel the influence that has been
imposed. Mainstream thinking, C o d e (1991) contends, operates on
deeply ingrained assumptions about w h o can be a knower and the
positioning of w o m e n within the social structure reflects their a s s u m e d
"epistemic inferiority".

Issues concerning women and work that reflect this
epistemological debate have frequently been pursued under the banner
of the " w o m a n question". This phrase has had a powerful influence on
the construction of this thesis and m y understanding of it will be
discussed. In addition, the particular tensions that this debate has for
w o m e n within education and the worlds of work will also be explored.
Understanding the Woman Question
The w o m a n question is a phrase that has been invoked to
describe and explain the various experiences of w o m e n as they operate
under conditions of oppression (Bacchi, 1990). This phrase m a y be
expressed more appropriately in the plural form, the "woman questions"
since, as Rosemarie Tong (1989) points out, it continues to underscore
a wide range of problems that attract a variety of responses from those
w h o work from a feminist perspective. This reflects the view, mentioned
earlier, that feminism involves a collection of quite diverse perspectives,
each pursuing a particular issue. Consequently, the solutions that
different feminists propose tend to intersect or overlay one another as
they attempt to provide answers to specific interpretations of the w o m a n
question. This is no less the case in this thesis where the response I
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currently understand it for w o m e n .

When I began this thesis, the woman question operated almost
as a mantra for me, encapsulating what I perceived then as the nature of
oppression for m a n y w o m e n and providing a focus for the construction
of a solution. This understanding deepened, however, as I b e c a m e
more involved with the research process itself and with the w o m e n
w h o s e experiences b e c a m e the focal point of m y work. Gradually, I
moved from a point of considering the oppression of w o m e n in terms
only of the more obvious structures that limit their opportunities in
society, to one where I currently understand it as being founded on an
assumption of their "epistemic inferiority" (Code, 1991). In other words,
like Lorraine C o d e (1991) I believe that it is the ingrained assumptions
about who can know that perpetuate the epistemology of mainstream
thinking and, consequently, the inferior position that w o m e n occupy
within the Western social structure.

My starting point for this train of thought began with the work of
Leta Hollingworth (1926), a teacher, psychologist and

researcher

working in the earlier part of the twentieth century in the U.S.A. O n e of her
concerns w a s with the notion of multi-potentiality or the belief that ability
is broader than traditional evaluations of intelligence consider it to be
(Pritchard, 1951). Like Howard Gardner (1983) more recently, she
recognised the importance of identifying the broad spectrum of abilities
that people possess, so that they can be valued and nurtured for the
benefit of the individual as well as society at large.

Her work documented the experiences of American girls and
w o m e n in relation to her definition of the w o m a n question. From her
perspective, the problem w a s one of "how to reproduce the species and
at the s a m e time to work, and realize work's full reward, in accordance
with individual ability" (Hollingworth, 1926, p. 348). Her experiences as a
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m a d e her aware of the problems faced by young girls and w o m e n
seeking higher education, as well as older w o m e n w h o s e abilities were
not valued (Miller, 1990). Girls in general, but particularly those from
poorer families, were far less likely than boys to continue their education
and to specialise at higher levels of a c a d e m e (Harris, 1990). In addition,
her personal experience had reiterated the fact that older w o m e n ,
regardless of qualifications and experience, were not valued in the
workplace (Benbow, 1990).

Leta Hollingworth's concerns were with the affective and
educational needs of her students (Silverman, 1990), but particularly
with the problems faced by young w o m e n w h o s e choice w a s frequently
one of a career or of the social respectability of a passive female role
and the production of a family (Kerr, 1990). Barbara Kerr (1985; 1994)
has focussed on these problems more recently, finding that m a n y
women

continue to regard h o m e

and

family as their greatest

achievement whilst m e n are more likely to discuss their success in
terms of academic or professional status. Young w o m e n , it appears, are
still expected to fulfill their "biological potential" at the expense of
realising their intellectual potential.

Carol Bacchi (1990) provides evidence for the view that the
w o m a n question has a long history, documenting the particular
meanings it has involved w h e n used by a variety of social critics in the
Western world over past centuries. She notes that during the middle part
of the nineteenth century, however, it referred specifically to single,
middle-class w o m e n awaiting marriage. S o m e w h e r e during the "gap"
between the schoolroom or h o m e and the inevitability of marriage, these
young w o m e n faced the problem of finding an "appropriate" occupation.
There w a s also an expectation that they would eventually b e c o m e
"homemakers" and that their paid employment would then cease. For
w o m e n w h o were poor, however, factory work or domestic service w a s
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(Hammerton, 1977, in Bacchi, 1990), signaling a division between
w o m e n based on class.

What emerged was an "ideology of separate spheres" (Harrison,
1978, in Bacchi, 1990, p. 10), in which women's work b e c a m e more
firmly associated with the domestic sphere and men's with the world of
paid employment. This division into separate spheres m a y account, at
least in part, for the occupational segregation of m e n and w o m e n today
( G a m e & Pringle, 1983), although it is likely that the division itself is
more complex than this (Liff, 1987). The division is further reflected in the
fact that, working or not, w o m e n

typically a s s u m e

responsibilities

connected with the h o m e and family. This responsibility for managing
"multiple roles" (Fitzgerald & Weitzman, 1992), as they deal with career
and family conflicts, is a s s u m e d more commonly by w o m e n than men,
resulting in what has been termed by s o m e as the "double track" or
" m o m m y track" debate (Bureau of National Affairs, 1989).

In addition, I would argue that in relation to paid employment the
division between poorer w o m e n and middle-class w o m e n has also
persisted. Whilst certain occupations continue to reflect hierarchical
segregation favoring men, the employment arena for working class
w o m e n is even more limited than it is for w o m e n w h o are relatively
affluent and w h o may enjoy the benefits of higher education (OSW,
1997). Opportunities for entry into, as well as advancement within the
workplace that m a n y middle class w o m e n enjoy, are superior to those
experienced by working class w o m e n . Again, a complex combination of
factors is likely to account for this phenomenon, but the lower levels of
educational attainment that working-class w o m e n typically reach, as well
as the manner in which their abilities and skills are likely to be
evaluated, contribute to this situation.
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Regardless of dramatic changes in the living standards and
lifestyles of many w o m e n and m e n during the last century, it s e e m s that
little has changed for w o m e n in regard to inequity in both the public and
private spheres. W o m e n continue to experience both horizontal and
hierarchical discrimination in the worlds of work, with the apparent
removal of structural barriers undermined by the less transparent issues
of epistemology. Evidence of this can be found in the "relegation of
w o m e n to low-status forms of employment, which differ from high-status
employment partly in the kinds of knowledge, expertise, and cognitive
authority they require" (Code, 1991, p. 22). This idea reflects Sandra
Harding's (1979, in Code, 1991) argument that the "intellectual elitism"
that empiricism has created is paralleled in the social world by "sexual
elitism".
Work in the private sphere
The positioning of w o m e n in relation to both paid and unpaid
labour bears witness to the arguments proposed by both Harding and
Code. Within the private sphere, or the unpaid workforce, women's work
has traditionally been regarded as inferior or of little value, especially
when compared with work in the public sphere (Subotnik, Arnold &
Noble, 1995). In fact, w o m e n ' s work in the h o m e is rarely regarded as
work, nor is it viewed as an essential part of the domestic economy of
families (Foster, 1987). Typically, w o m e n engaged in work within the
h o m e are referred to as "not working" or "unemployed"' and, at times,
even "economically inactive". However, as Ann Oakley (1974) has clearly
pointed out, housework is work despite the fact that its productive nature
is generally concealed from view.

In addition, work within the private sphere is just as necessary to
the economy as is paid employment involving the production of goods
and services. Anthony Giddens (1997), referring to the significance to the
economy of unpaid labour in the h o m e , notes that housework accounts
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industrialised countries. Work within the home, he suggests, acts as a
prop for the rest of the economy by providing free services on which
many of the working population depend.

Over the last three decades increasingly more attention has been
given to w o m e n ' s unpaid work within both the family and the community,
making their social and economic activity more visible than ever before
(Benn, McCarthy & Weeks, 1999). The call for "wages for housework" in
the 1970s translated into an emphasis on the value of w o m e n ' s
contribution to, and exclusion from, national accounts in the 1980s
(Waring, 1988, in Benn et al., 1999). A little later, what Marilyn Waring
(1988, in Benn et al., 1999) had referred to as "satellite accounts" were
compiled in relation to women's household, volunteer and community
work. From these figures, it has been estimated in Australia that w o m e n
have contributed $227.8 billion in unpaid work, with 92 percent
undertaken within the household and about 8 percent in the community
at large (Benn et al., 1999). Whilst remaining unpaid, women's work is
more visible than it has been previously. Nevertheless, limited value
continues to be assigned to the nature of the work that w o m e n
undertake within the private sphere and, inevitably, the expertise
developed there is not readily translated into abilities that can be
assessed in the context of the public sphere.

Work in the public sphere
In Australia as in most Western societies, it is generally accepted
that increasing numbers of w o m e n will participate in the public sphere of
work (OSW, 1997). Labour force participation by w o m e n has increased
steadily over the second part of the twentieth century, rising from one
quarter of the workforce in 1947 to nearly half in 1996 (OSW, 1997). In
1996, 3.6 million w o m e n and 4.7 million m e n were employed in
Australia, with w o m e n comprising 43 percent of those employed (OSW,
1997). In addition, in 1996 about 53 percent of all w o m e n were engaged
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employed on a full-time basis and 21 percent in part-time employment
(OSW, 1997). However, the work that w o m e n do is focussed within a
relatively limited range of occupations, attracting lower levels of pay and
less likelihood of promotion than men's work. The majority of working
w o m e n continue to be employed in what H o w e (1977, in Betz, 1994) has
referred to as "pink collar" jobs, receiving less than m e n in terms of
remuneration and occupying positions that often leave their intellectual
capacities and talents untapped.
In 1983, the Office for the Status of Women, in a discussion of the
nature of occupational segregation as it is experienced within the
Australian labour market, m a d e the following observation:
Occupational segregation by sex has changed little over
the past decade and remains a marked characteristic of
the Australian labour market, despite the increase in
women's participation and substantial structural
changes in the economy. Occupational segregation
divides the labour force into essentially different and
relatively non-competing
labour
markets.
The
occupations in which w o m e n are concentrated are
characterised by low pay, low status and limited career
opportunities (OSW, 1983, p. 3, cited in Butorac, 1992,
p. 104).
Despite the fact that this observation w a s m a d e nearly twenty years ago,
current statistics suggest that the situation remains unchanged for many
w o m e n (OSW, 1997).
The Australian Bureau of Statistics (1998), for example, reported
that in 1996, 5 6 % of working w o m e n were concentrated in two
occupational groups: clerks and sales, and personal service workers.
O n the other hand, 5 3 % of working m e n were employed within three
occupational groups: tradespersons, labourers and related workers,
and managers and administrators. Where m e n also worked in the two
occupational groups mentioned in relation to w o m e n , their average
earned income w a s likely to be higher than the women's income. The
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6 9 % (ABS, 1998). Lucy Ward (2000), writing in the Guardian Weekly,
reports that this is also the case in England where w o m e n are typically
concentrated in lower-paid jobs, receiving less in w a g e s than m e n for
the s a m e work. She observes that the occupational segregation and pay
discrimination to which w o m e n have been subjected is currently termed
the "female forfeit" or the price one pays for being a w o m a n .

Compounding the problem further, within female-dominated
occupations formal training is often limited. W o m e n frequently learn the
skills they need for work informally, that is, through observation and "inhouse" training, life experience and the numerous short courses that are
currently available (National Centre for Vocational Education Research,
1998). It appears likely that, for many w o m e n , the lack of recognised
qualifications resulting from informal training compounds the problems
associated with limited access to promotion, thereby maintaining the
segregation of w o m e n in terms of occupation and hierarchy. With an
increase in the numbers of w o m e n participating in paid work expected to
continue (NCVER,

1998), the problems

underlying

occupational

segregation and the lack of value accorded to the expertise of w o m e n
operating in both the public and private spheres must be addressed.

In summary, it appears that in Australia as elsewhere, the
participation of w o m e n in the workforce is increasing and the working
w o m a n n o w represents the norm rather than the exception. However, the
inequalities related to the public and private spheres of life that have
proved so resistant to change are likely to continue unless concerted
action is taken to address them. Without wishing to minimise the
complexity of the problem, I would argue that as increasing numbers of
w o m e n approach the workforce by re-entry into the education system, a
point at which intervention m a y prove productive presents itself. The
assessment of abilities from a pluralist perspective, pursued through a
framework that uncovers entrenched beliefs about knowledge and
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occupy. By helping w o m e n to value the expertise they have developed in
both the private and public spheres, the manner in which they appraise
themselves and the ways in which they view their potentials become
subject to negotiation and change.
Women and Education
Despite s o m e increase in the participation of w o m e n within
traditionally male-dominated areas of study, w o m e n are still vastly
under-represented in fields such as mathematics and science in most
countries of the world (McGrayne, 1993; N C V E R , 1998). These trends
have also been documented by Australian studies concerned with both
the under-representation of girls in male-dominated fields of study
(Willis, 1991), as well as the nature of the participation of w o m e n in adult
education (NCVER, 1998; O S W , 1997; Sargent, 1994).

Education within Australia is provided by three main sectors:
Schools, Vocational Education and Training (VET) and Higher Education
(ABS, 1998). For mature-age students, educational programs of various
kinds can be undertaken through each of these three sectors and each
one has been represented within the research undertaken for this
thesis. Whilst compulsory schooling for children continues until the age
of 15 years, mature-age students are able to enrol within secondary
schools and senior colleges where they can take post-compulsory
courses. Most of the programs delivered by VET, on the other hand, are
located within Technical and Further Education (TAFE) institutions and
focus on the provision of work-related skills. Their duration is shorter
and their content different from the tertiary or Higher education programs
that are found primarily within universities.

Across Australia about 1.5 million people took part in VET
programs in 1997 (ABS, 1998). Of these, m e n outnumbered w o m e n by
733,800 to 676,700. The trends that have been documented within the
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concentrated into a relatively narrow range of courses w h e n compared
with m e n . Determined efforts have been m a d e to encourage young
w o m e n to participate in male-dominated courses in order to address the
imbalance in the workplace (Department of Employment, Education and
Training, 1993). However, the provision of equal opportunities gives
access only on an individual basis to w o m e n in male-dominated areas,
rather than to w o m e n in general, allowing divisions related to class,
hierarchy and race to remain unchanged. Jacky Brine (1995) supports
this argument, observing that "tokenistic success" only is possible and
that a redistribution of wealth, success or power will not be achieved
simply by encouraging w o m e n into traditionally male-dominated fields.
Structural and Personal Barriers to Education and Work
The under-representation of w o m e n in certain sectors of the
education system and the workforce has been attributed to a variety of
complex factors. Structural inequality, as Margaret Sargent (1994) notes,
both reflects and reinforces the traditional power differential that
continues to operate, sustaining the status quo in terms of achievement
and reward in the workplace and elsewhere. A s well as structural
barriers, internal or psychological barriers also act as restrictions,
preventing w o m e n from participating more fully in a broader range of
educational courses and occupations. These barriers constitute deepseated beliefs ascribing inferiority and superiority to gender rather than
to individual ability and are just as resistant to change as structural
barriers.
Structural barriers encompass a range of factors that act to restrict
the choices that w o m e n m a k e in regard to work. Nancy Betz (1994)
includes environmental barriers such as societal and occupational
stereotyping, discrimination within the arena of education, as well as
issues commonly related to discrimination on the basis of race and
class. In addition, Barbara Kerr (1985) argues that as females succumb
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during adolescence, they become less likely to pursue avenues leading
to academic achievement and, consequently, to a wider range of career
options.

In a similar vein, discussing internal barriers, Carol Gilligan
(1990, in McCormick & Wolf, 1993) suggests that the decrease in selfesteem experienced by adolescent girls accompanies a loss of identity
resulting from their failure to develop their academic potential. Research
related to cognitive barriers such as academic performance and selfesteem, as well as lowered expectancies of success and achievement,
is also well documented (Betz, 1994). The focus of these observations,
however, and their translation into educational and

counselling

programs, has been directed towards younger girls and adolescents,
whilst investigation info the potential, if any, that older w o m e n might have
and may be capable of fulfilling, has been largely ignored. Whilst the
importance of this work with younger w o m e n

is recognised and

supported, I would argue that the potential of older w o m e n to strive for
personal, social and political power is substantial.
Reframing Older Women
Ageing is a difficult term to define and as Betty Friedan (1993)
observes, since it is a process that begins with conception, determining
at what age one actually becomes "older" is problematic. In relation to
work, for example, Rosslyn Reed (1999) points out that older workers
are often classified as 45 years to 60 or 65 years of age. However, this
age span appears to be related to eligibility for pensions rather than
focussing on earlier experiences and aspirations for the future. With
earlier retirement becoming an option for m a n y people, both employers
and researchers have reduced the boundary of "older". W o m e n over 30
years of age, for example, have been classified as "older" by s o m e
employers (Reed, 1999). Defining the boundary m a y appear somewhat
arbitrary at times but in this thesis it has been linked to the age at which

-27one can be classified as a mature-age student. Above the age of 21
years, then, is the lower boundary for "older", with the w o m e n w h o
participated in this research aged between 25 years and 50 years.

A number of reasons in addition to those mentioned earlier have
contributed to the decision to m a k e older w o m e n the focus of this
project. Until recently researchers have placed less emphasis on this
age group. They have been notable mostly through their inclusion in
longitudinal studies where their goals as adolescents have been
compared with their achievements, or under-achievements, as adults
(Arnold, 1993; Callahan, 1980; Hollinger & Fleming, 1984; Kerr, 1985,
1994; Piirto, 1991; Reis, 1991). Barbara Kerr (1985), for example, in a
retrospective study, compared the aspirations of w o m e n she had known
as adolescents with their accomplishments in life twenty years later.
Despite their initial identification as "gifted" students, very few of these
w o m e n appeared to have achieved their potential in subsequent years.
In a follow up to this initial study, Kerr (1994) indicated that ten years later
there had again been little change in the circumstances of the w o m e n
involved, yet most remained concerned about their self-identified lack of
achievement and the factors that could have contributed to this. In
addition, studies conducted from a developmental perspective have
confirmed the need for research into unresolved problems based on
gender discrimination

and

enculturation that females carry into

adulthood (Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger & Tarule, 1986; Gilligan, 1982).

Other research has demonstrated that there is variability among
w o m e n across the lifespan and that this d e m a n d s a rethinking of
traditional ideas about achievement and achievement patterns (Gruber,
1985, in Reis, 1995; Heilbrun, 1988; McGrayne, 1993; Miller & Kastberg,
1995; Reis, 1995).

Both "successful" and "underachieving" w o m e n

frequently define achievement in terms of the personal, relational and
familial areas of their lives (Hollinger & Fleming, 1992; 1993; McGrayne,
1993; Reis, 1991; Silverman, 1995). However, the skills involved in these
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study or work are being m a d e . In other words, as I have argued
previously, women's experiences in these realms are not valued as
"knowledge" and so they are less accessible to the more formal
evaluation that underlies decisions relating to study and work choices. A
re-definition of traditional concepts of achievement and success must be
considered in terms of w o m e n ' s development in particular, as well as
the value they attach to the goals and experiences that help to define
their lives.

Research involving "eminent" women has also provided support
for the notion that the development of potential is perhaps more
appropriately conceptualised as a life-long process. This research
suggests that "wait time", that is, delaying career achievement and the
fulfillment of potential in order to give attention to relational and familial
responsibilities, m a y be an important factor in the development of s o m e
w o m e n (Reis, 1995). Sally Reis (1995), for example, notes that the
pattern of male achievement is typically linked to age, with m a n y m e n
being classified as successful when aged 40 to 45 years. The w o m e n
she interviewed, however, all experienced "peak" achievements after the
age of 50 years, indicating that the development of talent and the
fulfillment of potential should be regarded as a life-long process. Reis
(1995) also commented that the notion of "moral giftedness", discussed
by Gruber (1985, in Reis, 1995), s e e m e d relevant to these w o m e n
because they sustained a desire to use their talents and potential to
benefit the "human condition" until the opportunity to fulfil it arose.

Carolyn Heilbrun (1988) has supported the idea that the potential
of m a n y w o m e n m a y not emerge until later in life. In a discussion of
w o m e n authors, she suggests that this later period of life m a y provide
opportunities for challenging the conventions of femininity that have
served as barriers or "shackles" for them in earlier years. Sharon
McGrayne (1993) has m a d e similar observations in relation to the prize-
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contributing significantly to their chosen fields until they were older. Often
this w a s the case because of the structural barriers that the w o m e n
faced, such as an initial lack of recognition for their achievements. Other
researchers, concerned with the intersection of gender and class, have
discovered similar patterns in their work with older w o m e n from workingclass backgrounds (Miller & Kastberg, 1995). These w o m e n

had

achieved eminence within the academic world despite a delay of m a n y
years in s o m e cases before tertiary training w a s initially undertaken.
However, despite this success in later life, all of the w o m e n reported
experiencing "double-bind" problems related to overcoming both gender
and class discrimination.

The "eminence model" certainly suffers from some inherent
problems, including an inability to recognise and measure

many

worthwhile endeavours, as well as "inequitable access" to arenas where
achievement has been traditionally recognised (Subotnik, Arnold &
Noble, 1995). The research that has been conducted, however,
highlights issues related to the variability a m o n g w o m e n across the
lifespan and the possibility of gender-related timelines, as well as the
need for within-gender research to investigate these ideas. In addition,
the need for reframing conventional views of w o m e n and re-defining
, traditional ideas of success and achievement within the framework of a
feminist approach is mandatory if the potential of older w o m e n is to be
recognised, encouraged and evaluated. In each instance, the research
that has been conducted supports the contention that there is a definite
place for assessment and guidance grounded firmly in feminist
principles.

Reconstructing the Meanings of Knowledge and Expertise
As w o m e n b e c o m e older, the inequalities experienced in relation
to gender and class during the earlier stages of life often b e c o m e
increasingly defined (Arber & Ginn, 1991). W o m e n ' s lives m a y be
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opportunities. These events commonly include the birth of children, the
death of significant others and the responsibilities that are a s s u m e d in
regard to relationships and families (Reed, 1999). Whilst m a n y w o m e n
may continue to engage in s o m e form of paid work, frequently on a parttime or informal basis during these periods, this kind of experience is
often not valued when they attempt to gain employment later on. Rosslyn
Reed (1999) gives the example of w o m e n w h o had initially been
employed as secretaries or nurses but who, after a period of interruption
to their careers, were forced to turn to lower status occupations w h e n
returning to the formal labour force. The knowledge and expertise that
these w o m e n had developed in the h o m e as well as the paid workforce
w a s not valued and, inevitably, the lower status occupations to which
they were forced to turn attracted relatively low rates of pay.

For most people, personal income or the money and assets over
which

one

has

independence.

direct control constitute a
However,

where

the

incomes

primary

source

of w o m e n

of
are

comparatively lower than men, and with work patterns that are often
interrupted for child-rearing and other responsibilities, marital status
remains the primary factor in determining the income security of m a n y
w o m e n (Feldman & Poole, 1999). It should not be surprising then, that
with age, issues of power and powerlessness a s s u m e a growing
significance, accompanying the sense of "invisibility" that m a n y w o m e n
experience.

I have argued that what women know and how they are perceived
as "knowers" rest on the ways in which knowledge is conceptualised
and valued. Knowledge, expertise and authority are closely related:
Expertise develops on the basis of knowledge and it is the perceived
degree of expertise one possesses that then determines one's level of
authority or power. The position that w o m e n currently occupy in society
not only reflects a lack of power and authority, but also an underlying lack
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and public spheres. Lorraine C o d e (1991) suggests that it is only by
challenging and reconstructing the "meanings of expertise" (p. 185) that
w o m e n will be able to gain control of their lives. I would argue that one
way to mount this challenge is to conceptualise intelligence and,
therefore, the abilities and skills that demonstrate knowledge and
expertise, from a broader perspective than conventional approaches
have traditionally taken.
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Chapter 3

FEMINIST SCHOLARSHIP: RESEARCH,
COUNSELLING AND ASSESSMENT

The term "feminism" has m a n y different meanings. Rosemarie
Tong (1989), for example, suggests that the spectrum of feminist
thought incorporates approaches that can be identified individually a s
"essentially

liberal,

Marxist,

radical,

psychoanalytic,

socialist,

existentialist, or postmodern" (p. 1). It is tempting, at least initially, to try to
locate oneself (and others) at points within this spectrum that reflect
individual perspectives. T h e difficulty with this is that each of these
perspectives embraces certain "truths" which imply particular courses of
action. Inevitably perhaps, each view has its own appeal, leaving m e , like
Rosemarie Tong (1989), "stretched between the O n e and the Many" (p.
236), straddling as m a n y fences as there are feminisms. Although I feel
a certain frustration with the lack of commitment that this position
appears to entail, perhaps in the end it is preferable to choosing o n e
perspective "carte blanche". After all, occupying a "well-mapped middle
ground" (Code, 1991) provides a strong position from which to evaluate
other perspectives and to draw on aspects of each as required.
Despite the differences that these various categories of feminism
embody, Dale Spender (1982) has observed that most feminist writers
acknowledge their indebtedness to the ideas of Simone de Beauvoir. In
fact, de Beauvoir's work, although widely criticised, continues to function
as a call to arms for m a n y feminist theorists. O n e claim in particular
provides

a basis

for general

agreement

amongst

feminists:

"Representation of the world, like the world itself, is the work of m e n ; they
describe it from their o w n point of view, which they confuse with absolute
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Sex, de Beauvoir

argues that woman's oppression stems from her "Otherness", that is,
because she is "not-man" then w o m a n is "the Other". Man is the "self"
and can define the meaning of his o w n existence, whereas w o m a n as
the Other is an object w h o s e meaning can be determined only in relation
to him. This idea of w o m a n as Other is one that has been readily
assimilated into feminist perspectives and is a c o m m o n element within
the "kaleidoscope of truths" (Tong, 1989) that m a k e up contemporary
feminist thought.

One of the problems with this notion of woman as Other, however,
is that it has been founded on the "innocent" assumption that Otherness
can be constructed exclusively on the basis of gender. Sherna Gluck and
Daphne Patai (1991) have challenged the belief that "gender united
w o m e n more powerfully than race and class divided them" (p. 2). In a
discussion of women's oral history, they note that whilst the concern has
been with giving voice to w o m e n w h o had previously been silenced or
ignored, factors relating to other dimensions of power have often been
masked. Celia Kitzinger and Sue Wilkinson (1996) also observe that the
claim that "there's nobody here but us w o m e n " (p. 11) is both
misleading and unproductive because it a s s u m e s that w o m e n are an
"undifferentiated

collective" (Etter-Lewis,

1996).

Distinctions

and

differences in relation to class, race, age, sexual identity and other
important dimensions of power are ignored when

women

are

"homogenized". It is this construction of Otherness exclusively in relation
to gender "that takes for granted the primacy of gender in women's lives,
and obscures other dimensions

of power and

powerlessness"

(Kitzinger & Wilkinson, 1996, p. 4). I would argue that whilst the cry that
traditional conceptualisations of gender have privileged m e n rather than
w o m e n m a y be true in essence, it is dangerously limiting if oppressions
based on other distinctions are ignored.
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A range of problems have been identified in the field of feminist
research but the particular dilemmas that are highlighted here bear
distinct implications for this thesis. In c o m m o n with m a n y other feminist
scholars, a key issue for m e has concerned the manner in which various
problems associated with "Othering" can be identified and negotiated.
Celia Kitzinger and Sue Wilkinson (1996) provide a discussion of the
particular dilemmas that this issue involves. An

initial problem

confronting researchers is located in the concern for giving voice to
those w h o have not been heard. Sherna Gluck and Daphne Patai (1991)
argue that two subjectivities are involved in this process. O n e of these
subjectivities involves the storyteller, the participant in the research, w h o
shapes the contours of her o w n experience in the telling of her story. The
other is found in the researcher, as she re-stories the participant's
account into a written form. Under these conditions, storytellers cannot
be regarded as "true partners" in the process of enabling voice because
any control they have experienced during the interview is lost when their
account has been completed. The shift in control that occurs between
the participant and the researcher is often masked by the inadvertently
superficial, but "comforting rationale of empowerment" (Gluck & Patai,
1991, p. 2) that this process has sought to achieve.
In addition to this problem is the aim of bringing about social and
political change for those w h o s e voices have been silent. Whilst on the
surface this commitment might appear to be a logical consequence of
enabling voice, there is often discord between the two. A s Gayatri Spivak
(1986) has observed, this tension occurs between the "re-presentation"
of participants as the researcher speaks about them and in the
"representation" of them as the researcher advocates or speaks for
them. The question of control, or of whose voice is speaking, is evident
here, but an additional problem stems from the incompatibility that often
occurs between the participant's and the researcher's goals for social
change. Following Erica Burman's (1994) response to this problem,
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"recognize the complexity of the stories that 'they' as well as 'we' tell, and
not

imagine

that simply

'enabling

them

to

be

heard' will

unproblematically translate into revolutionary social and political change"
(p. 23). The realisation that one group of Others will never speak as a
single voice must prompt us to consider very carefully h o w w e will
negotiate the research process, particularly w h e n our own commitment
to social and political change conflicts with those for w h o m w e seek to
give voice.

Another dilemma facing feminist scholars concerns the notion of
difference, or of the distinctions between Others, and the position that
one adopts in this regard. A refusal to acknowledge difference and an
insistence on difference, in both instances, m a y maintain as m u c h as
undermine the goal of challenging existing power structures (Kitzinger &
Wilkinson, 1996). A refusal to acknowledge differences in relation to
race, class, age and so on, for example, fails to recognise or value the
distinctions that are so clearly manifested between the lives of w o m e n .
As Audre Lorde (1994) sees it, there is no point in pretending that
differences do not exist. Rather, there is strength to be gained in uniting
on the basis of those differences because it permits us to find n e w ways
of living in the world. Her argument is compelling: "without community
there is no liberation, only the most vulnerable and temporary armistice
between an individual and her oppression" (Lorde, 1994, p. 367).

Acknowledging or affirming differences, on the other hand, is just
as problematic because it reinforces distinctions between people that
have been constructed in a manner which has been used to justify
oppression (Kitzinger & Wilkinson, 1996). The idea that specific
categories can be formulated on the basis of racial identity or class, for
instance, rests on an essentialist argument that draws boundaries
between w o m e n , classifying them into relatively fixed positions. It can be
argued that these boundaries represent imaginary lines, which m a y be
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argument, however, is that the effects of one's position are real, that is,
the experiences of being "non-white" or of being poor are not imaginary.
In summarising the arguments for this debate, Celia Kitzinger and Sue
Wilkinson (1996) m a k e the following observation:
While it is undeniably the case that differences between
people are socially constructed such that divergence
from the norms of privileged groups carry negative and
oppressive meanings, it is equally the case that
differences so constructed (while not 'real' in any
absolute or essential sense) have real and material
consequences, and that these consequences are not
erased by a simple refusal to notice them (p. 26).
W e cannot afford to ignore the dilemmas involved in the issue of
difference because of the significance they have in the lives of those
w h o s e experiences w e report, as well as their importance for our own
feminist research and practice.

The issue of difference reflects, and even parallels, elements of
the sexual differences debate. Simply speaking, this debate focuses on
whether w o m e n are the s a m e as men, or whether they are different from
men. In this case, however, the point of reference for w o m a n as Other,
whether arguing for s a m e n e s s or difference, is always "man". In her
book, Same

Difference: Feminism and Sexual Difference, Carol Bacchi

(1990) has identified the terms that this debate typically a s s u m e s but
has argued that w e cannot productively reduce complex social problems
to a sameness/difference framework. I would argue that this is also the
case for the issue of difference involving distinctions between Others.
What is important in relation to both debates is that w e acknowledge the
dilemmas they pose and continue to raise these through open
discussion, so that theorising, research and practice can be undertaken
from an informed perspective. In c o m m o n with Lorraine C o d e (1991), I
believe that w e need to identify ourselves as w o m e n and as feminists so
that w e can "talk across" the particular differences that w e each
experience. In this manner, w e can explore the many constructions that
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negotiate more productive spaces for discussion and understanding.

The project of speaking in a feminist voice is extremely complex,
whether speaking for oneself, as part of a collaborative exercise, or with
the aim of enabling voice. Moira Gatens (1991) observes that there are
two quite distinct levels of analysis with which feminist theorists must be
concerned. O n e is the level on which a variety of socio-political problems
continue to be addressed. She argues that whilst there has been debate
and action within this arena, however, there has been a relative lack of
engagement at a more fundamental level. In other words, w e must be
concerned with the basic conceptualisations that inform our practice at
the socio-political level. In this regard, modern philosophy, as Lorraine
Code (1991) has also indicated, cannot be regarded as a "value-free
paradigm". Questions of epistemology, theories of h u m a n nature and
the realm of metaphysics are not "sex-neutral" in any sense (Gatens,
1991). As Gatens (1991) demonstrates in Feminism

and Philosophy:

Perspectives on Difference and Equality, a significant amount of feminist
theory continues to rely on the fundamental dualisms of modern
philosophy, yet feminists often ignore this level of analysis. Feminist
scholars must be prepared to engage in debate at this level as well, in
order to negotiate more effectively the dilemmas they typically face.

From my perspective as a researcher, teacher and counsellor it is
necessary to investigate the issues that influence m y work and to
interrogate the underlying values and beliefs that reside in the particular
approaches I use. It is only from the increasingly well-mapped middle
ground that this provides, that the continuing search for alternative ways
in which to inform m y practice will be productive. The goal, however, is
less to find a single feminist voice from which to speak than to allow
space for the construction
perspectives.

of voices speaking

from

informed
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Traditional approaches to psychology have been constructed on
the basis of received ideas about knowing, which rest on the implicit
assumption that they can be regarded as value-free or gender-neutral
(Code, 1991). Their influence has shaped the broad spectrum of areas
that psychology encompasses and, in the process, they have informed
popular approaches to developmental psychology, as well as to
counselling and therapy. Postmodern alternatives that have been
proposed more recently have challenged the inherent bias of these
approaches and will be discussed in more detail in the following
chapter. For the moment, however, a brief overview of the manner in
which accepted approaches within psychology have operated will be
considered.

Much of our thinking in psychology, particularly in relation to
development, stems from the notion of the rational, unitary subject of
Western individualism. The problem with this view, as Moira Gatens
(1991) so convincingly argues, is that the reduction of difference to "one
subject" leads us to the notion of the "essential human" who, in
philosophy, is taken implicitly to be male. In other words, the categories
that w e take to be descriptions of "human" or "individual" rest on
dualisms of philosophical thought that "are not sexually neutral but are
deeply implicated in the politics of sexual difference" (Gatens, 1991, p.
92).

Rather than suggesting that dichotomous thought itself is
oppressive, it can be argued that the danger exists in its surreptitious
promotion of social and political values "by presenting a conceptual
division as if it were a factual or natural division" (Gatens, 1991, p. 92).
One of the problems with the dichotomies of traditional philosophical
thought, such

as mind/body, nature/culture, reason/passion

and

public/private, is that in each case the left-hand sides of these dualisms
have positive connotations that have traditionally been associated with

-39maleness. The right-hand sides, by contrast, have more negative
connotations traditionally associated with femaleness. In other words,
the assumptions underlying these dichotomies assign a more positive
and dominant value to "male" at the expense of "not-male", highlighting
an argument that has already been presented. The importance of this
argument is that it defines w o m e n only in relation to men, with the prototypical white, middle-class male taken as representing the norm or the
standard against which w o m e n must be measured. Psychology in
general has rested on these fundamental dualisms of philosophical
thought and, as such, cannot regard itself as value-free in any sense.

The humanist movement that developed towards the middle of
the last century w a s informed by the assumptions I have outlined above
and it continues to dominate the landscape of counselling

and

therapeutic work. The rise of humanist psychology heralded what has
been called the "celebration of self project (Sampson, 1993), where the
search for, and development of, the "true" or inner self has been
encouraged. A number of theorists and practitioners have adopted this
project as their central focus. Fritz Perls (1969), for example, an
influential figure from the early days of this movement, argued that selfdiscovery, the central process of life, could be achieved by undertaking a
"progressive personal adventure". Carl Rogers (1951), a clinical
psychologist, developed the notion of client-centred therapy. From his
perspective, the central goal for the client w a s to b e c o m e a "fully
functioning person", with the counsellor supporting the individual as his
or her "inner being" w a s discovered.

For many women, the supportive relationships created by
humanist approaches were particularly appealing because of the
qualities of acceptance, trust and empathy that they espoused.
Nevertheless, on the basis of the argument outlined above, I would
suggest that the inner search that this perspective has applauded does
not lead to the discovery of a generic self as psychology has encouraged
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(1999) points out, these approaches to counselling and therapy typically
suffer from a "problem-centered preoccupation" (p. 169) in which the
client is constructed as "having a problem". The counsellor responds by
attempting to locate the source of the dilemma within the client and
works toward developing a solution, an approach that has been strongly
criticised by m a n y currently working within the field of therapy (for
example, Brown, 2000; Neimeyer, 2000; White & Epston, 1990).

In a similar vein, the field of developmental psychology has drawn
on both humanist approaches as well as psychoanalysis. For example,
ErikErikson (1963) and Lawrence Kohlberg (1981) are theorists w h o s e
approaches share a view of the fully developed person as one w h o can
attain the status of an autonomous self. Again, the ideal goal of
development is embodied within a generic, unified and rational self,
despite arguments that these approaches are grounded in stereotypical
assumptions about w o m e n and men. Whilst problems inevitably arise
when all of these theories are applied to m e n (Miller, 1986), Eveline
Neuwinger (1989) points out that when w o m e n provide evidence of
behaving or developing differently from men, the problem is instantly
located within the w o m a n rather than the theory.

More recently, the work of a number of theorists has encouraged
the development of a woman-centred

psychology, countering the

androcentric nature of earlier theories. Grounding their thinking in
women's lived experiences, these theorists have encouraged new ways
of seeing w o m e n that go beyond simply measuring them against men.
Carol Gilligan (1982), for example, in an

exploration of moral

development, has argued that w o m e n often develop an "ethic of care",
whilst m e n develop an "ethic of rights and justice". Despite criticism of
her work as essentialist (Grimshaw, 1986), I believe it is significant
because she has s h o w n that ideas about developmental stages will
continue to be limited until the experiences of both w o m e n and m e n are
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Belenky and

her colleagues (1986) have challenged traditional

methodologies by placing w o m e n at the very centre of their theory of
development. They have outlined five "ways of knowing", which they
regard as extensions to our understanding of the many ways that
w o m e n respond as "knowers". In the book that details their research,
Women's

Ways

of Knowing, they demonstrate the potential for

development of theory and practice that an examination of w o m e n ' s
experiences can generate. Rather than adhering to the "add w o m e n and
stir" method that has underwritten m u c h theorising in psychology, these
more recent approaches have actively challenged traditional generic
theories of development.

A Move to Feminist Therapies
O n the basis of the preceding arguments it is m y contention that
anything less than the incorporation of a feminist approach within the
area of counselling with w o m e n will simply continue to reinforce
discriminatory practices. The m o v e toward feminist therapy is one that
has encouraged alternative approaches to working with w o m e n ,
although as Jeanne Maracek and Rachel Hare-Mustin (1991) have
observed, feminist therapy is difficult to characterise because of the
heterogeneity of the philosophies and approaches it encompasses.
Whilst acknowledging their point, I a m using the term in a general sense
to convey m y interest in counselling and assessment approaches
based on feminist principles.

In her review of the evolution of feminist therapy, Carolyn Enns
(1993) links its inception to the consciousness-raising groups that were
generated by the women's movement during the 1960s. These
consciousness-raising groups, designed to develop an awareness of
inequity at both the personal and political levels as well as facilitating
action that would bring about a balance in society, acted as "precursors"
to the feminist therapy movement. As w o m e n gathered in small groups
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problems, reports from m a n y group m e m b e r s suggested that personal
change and support for one another were of major benefit (Lieberman,
Solow, Bond & Reibstein, 1979, in Enns, 1993). Gradually, as the
therapeutic benefits of these groups b e c a m e evident to w o m e n , they
began to be used as alternatives to, or in conjunction with, traditional
counselling situations (Brodsky, 1976, in Enns, 1993). A s a result, many
other feminist services that w e n o w take for granted have developed,
including women's shelters, health centres, rape crisis centres, abortion
referral services and other agencies that encourage w o m e n to take
control of their lives (Maracek & Hare-Mustin, 1991). As Enns (1993)
notes, the aim of these agencies has been to meet women's immediate
needs as well as enabling social and political change.

During this process, feminist therapy became differentiated from
traditional therapy for a number of reasons (Enns, 1993). The idea that
social conditioning caused d a m a g e to w o m e n led to a refusal to
diagnose clients as "sick" because the cause of their distress lay within
the culture rather than within the individual. In addition, traditional
personality theory w a s rejected because of its foundations within a
biased system that perpetuated the idea of w o m e n as subordinate and
inferior. A

move

towards

egalitarianism

in the therapist-client

relationship reflected dissatisfaction with the traditional hierarchical
relationship that had existed and a belief that this power imbalance had
served to perpetuate, within therapy, what w a s being experienced in
society. Finally, an acknowledgement that effective therapy could not be
practised from a "neutral" or "non-sexist" perspective emerged on the
basis that value-free therapy is a "myth" (Bart, 1971, in Rawlings &
Carter, 1977).

By the 1980s the principles, goals and guidelines of feminist
therapy had been formulated, academic research w a s being conducted
and had begun the process of informing practice (Enns, 1993). In
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developed in order to meet new demands. Feminists in psychology had
documented examples of sexist practice within therapy and the
"Principles Concerning the Counseling and Therapy of W o m e n " had
been published by the American Psychological Association (Fitzgerald &
Nutt, 1986). The phrase "the personal is political", symbolising the aim
of m a n y feminists to bring about change in the political arena through
facilitating changes at the personal level (Enns, 1993), continues to
serve as a goal for those working from within this perspective. Indeed, it
can be argued that feminist therapy currently operates within an early
stage of development and that its evolution towards identifiable goals is
marked by the contributions that continue to be m a d e (Worell & Remer,
1992).

The 1980s also saw a trend towards feminist researchers and
therapists attempting to eliminate bias in m a n y of the standardised tests
that have been used to assess w o m e n (Enns, 1993). Although various
kinds of procedures were considerably improved through these efforts
(Gilbert & Osipow, 1991, in Enns, 1993), alternative methods of
assessment were also developed and there w a s a greater appreciation
of qualitative techniques and measures. However, despite the efforts
that have been m a d e in this regard, it is evident that many counsellors
continue to embrace

traditional approaches to counselling

and

assessment with w o m e n .

It is interesting to note the changes in attitude and practice that
have occurred during the evolution of the feminist therapy movement. In
their earlier work, Edna Rawlings and Dianne Carter (1977), for
example, endorsed non-sexist therapy as useful with "dependent and
passive" w o m e n w h o might have found feminism a "threat" to their
feminine role. More recently, however, Edna Rawlings (1993) has
asserted that her views have changed and that whilst non-sexist therapy
m a y be less confronting for s o m e w o m e n , it perpetuates the "idea of
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"cures" through individual change and, thereby, strengthening the status
quo. Currently, Laura Brown (2000) writes of feminist psychology as
reflecting a diversity of viewpoints stemming

from

the work of

researchers and practitioners w h o are informed by feminist principles.
She acknowledges a shift in the location of disorder "from its usual
position within the individual w h o experiences distress...[to] the culture
that permits or encourages oppression and inequality" (Brown, 2000, p.
293). In other words, unlike accepted approaches that locate the
problem within the client, feminist approaches consider distress at the
point where individual and cultural constructions of gender and power
intersect with boundaries of "abnormal" behaviour. The shift, then, has
been from an analysis that focuses solely on the individual to one that
critiques the culture itself and, in the process, exposes "underlying
oppressive normative assumptions" (Brown, 2000, p. 290). These ideas
have also been reflected very clearly in the work of narrative therapists
such as Michael White and David Epston (1990), w h o s e work will be
considered in more detail in the following chapter.
Carolyn Enns (1993) has observed that an emphasis on feminist
therapy as distinct from other approaches serves to legitimise "the
healthy expression

of w o m e n ' s

structures and help[s] w o m e n

anger against traditional

power

to define themselves outside their

traditional relationships to others" (p. 8). Considering the arguments
already presented in regard to the gendered nature of theory and
counselling, I believe that w e need to actively support the development of
feminist approaches through research, theory and practice. In addition, I
strongly endorse Moira Gatens' (1991) view that w e must be concerned
with analysing the values that underpin our approaches to practice, as
m u c h as with the practice itself. With regard to academic guidance and
assessment in particular, it is only by challenging underlying values and
reconceptualising our understanding about intelligence and ability that
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know as valuable.

Academic Guidance and Assessment: A Case of Cultural Lag
As I have argued above, popular approaches to counselling and
assessment continue to be informed by "malestream" thinking (O'Brien,
1980). This has led to the accusation that counselling practice with
w o m e n is too frequently based on the ill-informed and biased belief
systems of practitioners w h o suffer from "cultural lag" (Fitzgerald &
Crites, 1980). In addition, research into counselling and therapy has
provided evidence to suggest that the values of individual practitioners
have an enormous influence on their clients (Rawlings & Carter, 1977).
In fact, the erroneous and restrictive beliefs about w o m e n that s o m e
counsellors hold continue to result in an "anti-therapeutic situation" for
many of their female clients.

In the "Prologue", I recounted the story of one woman whose
experience w a s representative of a number of the mature-age students
with w h o m I worked as a teacher. From what those w o m e n remembered
of the counselling situation, little effort was made to explore their past
experiences and uncover any abilities they had developed. In fact, most
felt that the counselling interview either confirmed the low opinion they
already held of their abilities or led them to question any aspirations for
the future that they might have developed. In addition, the assessment
techniques used during those interviews reflected the traditional biases
that many working within the field of feminist therapy have questioned as
useful or appropriate for women. I would argue that the continued use of
these techniques is damaging rather than helpful to w o m e n as they
gather information about themselves that will be used as a basis for
making decisions about a return to study and work.

A number of observations have been made of the assessment
process that generally occurs within these counselling situations (for
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with the more recent developments within feminism, as well as with the
limiting

nature

of

particular

assessment

procedures.

Interest

inventories, for example, are a m o n g the most widely used of techniques
and yet there is evidence that they consistently channel w o m e n into
traditional courses and careers (Fitzgerald & Crites, 1980). It appears
that rather than broadening the career options for w o m e n , these
inventories reinforce traditional choices. This is perhaps not so
surprising w h e n it s e e m s that m a n y of the techniques currently in use for
guiding vocational decisions rest on the notion of "matching m e n and
jobs", an idea introduced in 1908 by Frank Parsons (Betz & Fitzgerald,
1987). In addition, standardised tests of intellectual assessment, as
well as inventories, are questionable in relation to race and class bias,
raising concerns about the utility and ethical responsibility of using these
techniques (Hackett & Longborg, 1994). These criticisms have yet to be
addressed in practice by many w h o devise assessment techniques and
work within the fields of guidance and counselling.
Current Approaches to Counselling
Based on m y o w n interviews with counsellors in the secondary
and tertiary sectors of education, it s e e m s that the criticisms of cultural
lag mentioned earlier are currently applicable to at least
individuals within

Australia1. The

approaches

taken

by

some
these

counsellors in their work can be classified into two categories. O n e
group openly embraced the principles of feminism and the work of these
individuals actively reflected this commitment. Their search for ways to
support and encourage the w o m e n with w h o m they worked extended
well beyond the boundaries of traditional approaches.

1

Interviews were held with two counsellors from each of the three institutions in which
this research w a s undertaken. Additional interviews were held with three
lecturer/counsellors w h o teach within a professional training institute.
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their relationships with their clients, but expressed a strong resistance
to the idea of implementing counselling from a feminist perspective.
Nevertheless, these counsellors expressed support for feminism, with
s o m e describing themselves as feminists. Their opposition to feminist
counselling, however, w a s

based

on the notion that a

"good"

counselling relationship rests on the "rapport" that is developed through
"open and honest discussion". The incorporation of feminist principles
within a counselling approach w a s regarded as intrusive in the sense
that it violated what they regarded as a "value-free" basis for working with
w o m e n . Feminist principles were referred to as the "hidden agendas"
that s o m e counsellors might use to exert a deliberate influence on their
clients, rather than allowing the relationship to be directed by the client's
needs. From this perspective, whilst a variety of options for educational
courses could be generated by a counsellor, all decisions must rest
entirely with the client w h o should not be influenced by the counsellor's
"private" beliefs, values or wishes in any measure.
No consideration was given by this group of counsellors to the
notion that a value-free basis for counselling might actually incorporate
"hidden agendas" of another kind. I would argue that it is these agendas
that perpetuate the structural inequalities inherent in society, thereby
preventing change at both a personal and political level. In addition, m y
suggestion that the encouragement of change at both of these levels
m a y be desirable w a s rejected by these counsellors on the basis that
personal change must c o m e from "within" the client and that structural
change is not within the "realm of responsibility" of counsellors. This
idea ignores the very real link between the personal and the political,
one that has been viewed as crucial for achieving feminist goals. It also
reflects what Freeman (1979, in Betz, 1989, p. 137) has referred to as a
"null educational environment", where a lack of positive action or
proactive support based on feminist principles for w o m e n

seeking
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on the part of the counsellor.

Both groups of counsellors agreed that the women who most
frequently approached them for guidance could be categorised in a
particular way. Typically, they were aged thirty-five years and above and
requested

information about appropriate educational

and

career

options. They noted that m a n y of these w o m e n had reached a point
where their children were relatively independent, perhaps attending high
school and placing fewer d e m a n d s on their time and energy. For s o m e
w o m e n the extra time that b e c a m e available w a s viewed as an
opportunity for pursuing interests and goals involving a return to the
workforce. For others, the desire to enter the workforce s t e m m e d from a
basic need to increase the level of family income for a variety of reasons
related to the economic viability of the family. In addition, financial
independence w a s also recognised as a goal for s o m e

women,

regardless of their circumstances and the level of income already
available to them.
Whilst all of the counsellors acknowledged that they were
describing the lives of the w o m e n w h o approached them in very general
terms, their concern w a s to individualise the advice and information they
gave so that it would have personal relevance for their clients. However,
differences between both groups of counsellors were evident again. The
female clients of those operating on the basis of feminist principles
were typically regarded as individuals w h o

had

recognised that,

regardless of their circumstances, an opportunity for change

was

available to them. These counsellors were enthusiastic and supportive
in their attempts to encourage their clients to gain the confidence
needed to challenge the beliefs that had restricted their views of
themselves and of their potential for the future.
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incorporation of feminist principles in their practice, the general
interpretation given for the life changes that were being explored by
these w o m e n w a s that they were undergoing an "early mid-life crisis".
The w o m e n were regarded as looking for solutions to what were
regarded as "developmental problems" by re-entering education and
eventually the workforce, solutions that s o m e counsellors judged as
"inappropriate" or "unrealistic". For this group of counsellors, the only
legitimate reason for w o m e n to re-enter the workforce w a s one of
financial hardship and need. An understanding of the androcentric
nature of traditional theories of development w a s not evident, nor w a s
there any evidence of the findings of more recent theory and research
focussing on the lives of w o m e n . Instead, discussions of the
experiences of the w o m e n w h o approached them were immediately
linked to the notion of a male mid-life crisis and to the traditional
theories of development that have rested on the experience of being
male. The single difference mentioned between females and males in
their experience of a mid-life crisis w a s the younger age of onset for
w o m e n . Males, according to these counsellors, typically experience a
mid-life crisis during their mid-forties, whereas for w o m e n thirty-five
years of age is often the norm. In addition, this period of crisis for
w o m e n w a s also linked to the average age at which children have
b e c o m e less dependent. This m a y reflect what others have referred to
as the "empty nest syndrome" (Viney, 1980) but it in no way accounts for
the experiences of m a n y w o m e n w h o seek fulfillment beyond the
boundaries of a h o m e and family life. Although most counsellors agreed
that work within the public sphere would support the personal and social
needs of s o m e w o m e n , the desire they expressed to re-train w a s not
approached or valued in the way that it generally is for m e n of a similar
age.
The ease with which life changes for women were accounted for
as events within a period of mid-life crisis is a matter of s o m e concern
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mid-life crisis and of what it m a y entail for both w o m e n and men. Not
only w a s it assigned so readily as an explanation of what w a s
happening in the lives of particular w o m e n , but it also appeared to be
based on an underlying belief that a period of change, for whatever
reason, is of lesser importance in the lives of w o m e n than m e n . For
example, "interest" or hobby courses were suggested as meeting the
needs of m a n y w o m e n at this stage, based on the notion that they
required something to fill the hours now available to them because of
decreasing family demands. My observation, however, has been that
whilst hobby courses m a y also be recommended for men, they are
never proposed as a substitute for courses leading to employment.
In addition, although recognition was given to the idea that these
w o m e n were n o w presented with an opportunity for developing an
awareness of themselves as individuals, the m e a n s for achieving this
appeared limited.

S o m e counsellors suggested that w o m e n could

enrol in courses that incorporated traditionally male-dominated subjects
such as carpentry, which would help them to explore "all aspects" of
their functioning. Courses such as this were regarded as reflecting a
non-sexist approach within the institutions themselves, an approach that
appears to have been equated with feminism, at least by s o m e . It w a s
suggested that these courses enabled w o m e n to develop a degree of
confidence and personal insight by allowing them to extend their
interests and

reappraise their abilities. Whilst I agree that the

development of skills, as well as the sense of camaraderie that these
courses typically engender can often provide support of a personal
nature for the participants, I would argue that this is not sufficient for
them to be regarded as operating on the basis of feminist principles.

The attitudes of some counsellors to women who are seeking
other ways to live their lives appears to have been based on a
particularly narrow interpretation of traditional theories of development. I
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similarly not one of mid-life crisis. The term, in fact, m a y be mistakenly
applied to m e n as well as w o m e n as they approach a transitional period
in their lives that has developed for a variety of reasons. Whilst traditional
developmental theories have documented

a gradual reduction in

activities accompanying the process of ageing, particularly for w o m e n ,
this view cannot be sustained as an explanation for w o m e n w h o seek
an increased or alternative role (Gutmann, 1987, in Feldman & Poole,
1999). In fact, considering that most counsellors agreed that the average
age of the w o m e n w h o approached them w a s thirty-five years, the
explanation of an early mid-life crisis by s o m e appears to be a m e a n s of
locating the "problem" within the w o m a n , an issue that has already been
discussed. An alternative approach to development, argued by both Betty
Friedan (1993) and Carolyn Heilbrun (1988), albeit from slightly different
perspectives, is that the enormous potential for w o m e n for further growth
with age must be accepted if w e are to envisage n e w possibilities at the
level of both the individual and society.
The very real experiences associated with growing older have not
escaped m y attention on a personal level and I do not wish to ignore
them in the lives of others. C o m m o n l y accepted experiences, particularly
for w o m e n , include variations in hormonal patterns, reviewing one's life
history, developing an awareness of the inevitability of mortality and, for
many, a decrease

in the amount

of time required for family

responsibilities. However, it m a y be that although these experiences
signal s o m e of the m a n y complex changes that occur with age, the
search for other ways to live one's life m a y be regarded as providing a
real opportunity for further development. It may, then, be more productive
to ask h o w an individual has c o m e to this point in her life regardless of
age. In other words, w e need to uncover the chain of events or the
personal history that has culminated

in her present experience.

Undoubtedly, these questions have relevance across one's entire life
but this is the case particularly at the point where w o m e n are seeking
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work.

Current Approaches to Assessment
The problems inherent in traditional assessment techniques for
w o m e n returning to study and work involve the manner in which these
techniques channel w o m e n into conventional courses of study and
careers. It b e c a m e apparent, however, when interviewing counsellors
who adhered to feminist principles, that they were often frustrated by the
lack of commercially produced techniques that would help them to
support w o m e n as they assessed their skills and abilities. All looked to
alternative ways of helping their female clients to appraise their
competence so that viable options could be proposed for the future.

For counsellors adopting a traditional approach, the techniques
typically used for the assessment of interests and abilities included
those that have been the focus of criticism from a feminist perspective.
The two techniques that were most commonly mentioned by these
counsellors included John Holland's (1970) Self-Directed Search and
Judith Denham's (1994) Career Solutions. Holland's (1970) instrument
is based on the idea that people m a y be loosely classified into six
different personality types. It involves a "paper and pencil" response to
set questions, designed to assess an individual's general activities,
skills, occupational preferences and self-estimates. These responses
are then simply assigned to one personality type or another and are
matched with the occupations that embody the characteristics of that
type. Certainly, personal preferences are taken into account, but there is
no evidence of encouraging self-awareness or of identifying particular
skills and abilities that are not traditionally valued. In addition, according
to Annamary Zappia Allen (1995), counsellors often direct w o m e n into
the traditional field of h u m a n services based on the implications of both
the Holland and similar instruments. She regards this as a c o m m o n
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ago as 30 years.

Judith Denham's (1994) Career Solutions program, a recently
developed

technique,

is

a

computer-based

inventory.

Again,

assessment involves responses to questions related to personal
factors such as skills, experience, interests, personality, values,
aspirations and

personal

circumstances, as well as social or

environmental factors. O n c e the inventory has been completed, a range
of likely career options is generated on the basis of the information that
has been provided. In m a n y ways, this instrument appears to be simply
an updated version of the traditional "paper and pencil" type of inventory.
Similar criticisms apply to this technique, with the additional problem
that m a n y of the w o m e n w h o approach counsellors for assistance have
little or no experience with computers and find them intimidating.

Denham's (1994) program stresses the importance of the
counsellor's role in mediating or interpreting the information that is
presented through the program. S h e includes suggestions in the
accompanying manual about h o w to deal with a variety of questions or
issues that m a y be raised by clients. In relation to gender issues the
program is presented as "non-sexist". Gender is not considered as an
influence on the manner in which questions m a y be answered and in
which the resulting selection of compatible career options is formulated.
A counsellor whose client expresses an interest in a career that has
been traditionally dominated by one sex, however, is encouraged to
"sensitively raise the issue of working in a sex-biased occupational
setting" (Denham, 1994, p. 3). I would argue that this advice is
patronising and condescending and in no way attempts to c o m e to
terms with the obstacles faced by w o m e n w h o are engaged in guidance
counselling. In addition, any barriers that m a y be experienced by
entering a field of work in which most workers are of the opposite sex
are only considered in the final stage of the program, where an action
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structural barriers faced by m a n y w o m e n is considered before career
options have been selected. Although the program supports the
incorporation of collaborative counselling techniques and a "whole
person" approach, there is no encouragement or allowance for
questioning traditionally gendered boundaries within an overall process
of personal appraisal.

Counsellors need to reassess the utility of these inventories, as
well as the interpretations that are drawn from them w h e n working with
mature-age w o m e n . W o m e n frequently reply in terms of a "response
set" to questions regarding study and career options (Fitzgerald & Crites,
1980). In other words, with few exceptions w o m e n consistently provide
conventional responses. In addition, counsellors often collude with their
female clients, accepting their responses at face value rather than
challenging them to consider a wider range of options. These
techniques fail to reveal the skills and abilities that frequently have been
developed by w o m e n as they have engaged in the multiple roles that
have m a d e up their lives (Allen, 1995). It is up to the counsellor then, to
a s s u m e an active role by gathering the relevant personal information,
questioning study and work choices, introducing other options and
supporting more independent decisions.

Developing an Approach based on Feminist Principles
Approaches to assessment and counselling that are informed by
feminist principles are mandatory if the criticisms that have been
outlined above are to be addressed. The traditional approaches to
counselling, as well as the particular techniques of assessment that
have been discussed, reflect ways of working with w o m e n that are
outmoded and discriminatory. In regard to assessment, the use of
qualitative techniques as an alternative to the quantitative techniques
traditionally used is strongly recommended. The use of card sorts,
values clarification exercises, the vocational lifeline exercise, work
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assessment by s o m e authors (Goldman, 1993, in Hackett & Lonborg,
1994). Others suggest vocational autobiographies, genograms, fantasy
techniques and gender-role analysis (Brown & Brooks, 1991, in Hackett
& Lonborg, 1994) in order to explore the m a n y factors involved in
vocational choice. In addition to experimenting with techniques such as
these, I would argue that it is necessary to continue to explore as m a n y
avenues as possible in the search for ways of working more effectively
with w o m e n .

Qualitative approaches are viewed as particularly useful because
they satisfy a number of the goals of feminist therapy, such as
encouraging active and collaborative participation of clients, as well as
allowing issues associated with gender, race, class, age and other
dimensions of power to be explored. If necessary, they can also be
usefully combined with quantitative approaches. In addition, a readiness
to interpret any information gathered through either qualitative or
quantitative m e a n s from within a feminist perspective is mandatory
(Rosewater, 1985). Counsellors must also be prepared to pursue an
active program of examining their o w n beliefs in regard to gender-related
issues in order to provide a service that will value and support their
female clients. A s Audre Lorde (1994) has observed in another context,
only limited changes are possible in the lives of w o m e n w h e n "the tools
of a racist patriarchy are used to examine the fruits of that s a m e
patriarchy" (p. 366). In other words, an adherence to traditional
approaches to counselling and assessment will fail to challenge the
discriminatory practices with which w e live, as well as the biased belief
systems that underwrite them. It is only through the active pursuance of
feminist principles that alternative approaches which value w o m e n and
what they know can be developed. Feminism must b e c o m e an integral
part of theory building, research and practice in psychology if the goals of
feminist scholarship are to be addressed.
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Chapter 4

MULTIPLE INTELLIGENCES: CONSTRUCTING PROFILES
THROUGH NARRATIVE

I have argued that the subordinate positioning of w o m e n within
society reflects the discriminatory assumptions that persist in regard to
their credentials as knowers. A lack of value is attached to the
knowledge and expertise that w o m e n develop and, as Lorraine Code
(1991) contends, the assumption of "epistemic inferiority" that this
reflects is deeply ingrained within all elements of our social structure.
The search for alternative approaches that support w o m e n as they
explore and understand their own expertise and that values what they
know, must be a fundamental component of feminist scholarship. It is in
this regard that the M.I. approach becomes important. The pluralist
nature of M.I. opposes the traditionally narrow view of intelligence that
currently prevails, providing a basis for challenging accepted ideas
about knowing as well as encouraging a more

comprehensive

understanding of expertise.

In the preceding chapters, I have argued that any attempts to
challenge traditional belief systems and the measures of assessment
that they have typically supported must incorporate feminist principles. It
has also been suggested that qualitative approaches to assessment,
particularly in regard to study and career decisions, appear especially
promising. Although M.I., the theoretical approach to assessment that I
have chosen, is not the result of a feminist project, it has emerged as a
potent m e a n s of challenging received ideas of intelligence. In other
words, ideas that have b e c o m e accepted in relation to what constitutes
knowing and h o w w e know are challenged by this theory, making it
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how

knowledge

or

understanding m a y be valued and measured for w o m e n .

In this chapter, my concern is to provide a brief account of the
theory of Multiple Intelligences that demonstrates its general value and
application. It is n o w nearly twenty years since Howard Gardner first
proposed this theory and despite criticism of s o m e of the criteria used to
define "intelligence" as it is presented by this approach (Sternberg,
1990), there has been widespread acceptance of its relevance within
educational settings (for example, Armstrong, 1994; Campbell

&

Campbell, 1999; Vialle, 1997). I a m also concerned with showing h o w
the mapping of one's intelligences can be enhanced through the use of
a narrative or storied approach to gathering and interpreting the personal
information that is used in the construction of an intellectual profile. This
combination of both M.I. and narrative reflects the more general
movement to postmodern alternatives mentioned in the preceding
chapter.

Postmodernism represents a broad cultural trend which finds
expression in a range of diverse fields (Woods, 1999). From a
postmodern perspective, traditional ways of thinking are challenged and
critiqued. In regard to counselling and therapy, this has resulted in a
move away from the construction of the client as one in w h o m a
dilemma or problem is located. Instead, the need to interrogate the
oppressive belief systems that underpin our culture is advocated (White
& Epston, 1990). Certain feminist approaches can also be included
within this general perspective as they deconstruct and critique
traditional understandings of w o m e n . A s Robert Neimeyer and Jonathan
Raskin (2000) observe, the alternative approaches such as narrative that
are currently being proposed from within a postmodern worldview are
"more personally viable, contextually sensitive, and ethically defensible"
(p. 4) than those that have previously been available.

-58The Theory of Multiple Intelligences
The theory of Multiple Intelligences w a s proposed by Howard
Gardner in 1983, in his book Frames of Mind. A general dissatisfaction
with the traditional unitary views of intelligence and assessment, as well
as their implications for education, led Gardner to posit seven
intelligences, each differing in kind from the others. Having noted that
this initial identification of intelligences did not necessarily preclude the
discovery of others, Gardner (1998) more recently outlined Naturalist
intelligence as the eighth intelligence. From this perspective, intelligence
is defined as "the ability to solve problems, or to create products, that are
valued within one or more cultural settings" (Gardner, 1983, p. x). This
definition reflects the idea that intelligence m a y be demonstrated in a
myriad of ways, rather than only within those domains that have been
traditionally valued.

Traditional techniques of assessment are no longer applicable
within an approach such as this, prompting the development of
alternative methods of evaluation that can capture more effectively the
m a n y areas of expertise that demonstrate ability within different
domains. Gardner's (1983) definition also reflects the notion that whilst
the intelligences are c o m m o n to all cultures, our concern should be with
understanding the significance that their expression m a y have within
particular contexts. At an individual level, the question "Who is the most
intelligent?" has b e c o m e redundant. From an M.I. perspective it is more
appropriate to ask "How is this person intelligent?" and to then draw on a
wide range of experiences in the search for evidence of expertise and
potential.

M.I. theory developed from Gardner's (1983) research with
children and adults from a range of cultures, including work with braindamaged

patients, prodigies, people with savant syndrome

and

individuals with expertise in various areas. A s evidence from these
diverse sources converged, Gardner b e c a m e convinced of the existence
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often m a s k e d in practice because combinations of different intelligences
typically operate in harmony. In addition, he has observed that the
existence of a capacity within one domain does not necessarily predict
capacities in other domains. In practice, it is through the unique
combination of intelligences that each person p o s s e s s e s that a
particular pattern of abilities can be observed for that individual.
Whilst recognising that our activities are characterised by a blend
of intelligences, each of the eight intelligences can be described
individually (Gardner, 1983; 1998). The

Linguistic

and

Logical-

Mathematical intelligences have already been mentioned as constituting
the two conventional m e a s u r e s of intelligence. From an M.I. perspective,
Linguistic intelligence involves sensitivity to language and, in particular,
to the varied functions of language. This is frequently demonstrated by
an ability to use language as a vehicle to excite, to bring pleasure, to
convince, to stimulate or to convey information.

Characteristics of

Logical-Mathematical intelligence include a facility with abstraction, with
patterns and with reason. Typically, this intelligence is reflected in one's
ability to manipulate objects or symbols in an orderly manner, so that the
patterns and relationships that exist a m o n g them m a y be explored.
Spatial reasoning has also frequently been included as a component of
traditional tests of intelligence. Gardner's (1983) use of the term Spatial
intelligence, sometimes referred to as visual-spatial thinking, rests on
the capacity to perceive the visual world accurately. It involves the ability
to mentally transform and modify forms or objects, as well as being able
to appreciate and create tension, balance and composition in a visualspatial display.
The remaining intelligences have had no place in traditional
techniques of assessing

intelligence, although

they are easily

recognised as abilities that are highly valued within m a n y different
cultures. Musical talent, for example, e m e r g e s earlier than any of the
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intelligence involves sensitivity to the structure and organisation of music
and is typically demonstrated through abilities associated with an
appreciation of music, as well as performance and composition. BodilyKinaesthetic intelligence involves the ability to differentiate and integrate
different motoric skills effectively. It is manifested in activities associated
with sports and the performing arts, as well as in the production of art
and craft work. T h e m o r e recent inclusion of Naturalist intelligence
(Gardner, 1998) acknowledges the importance of the ability to recognise
and classify different species that occur in the natural world. Charles
Darwin and, m o r e recently and locally, Harry Butler, are examples of
people w h o have well-developed capacities in this intelligence.

The personal intelligences, Intrapersonal and Interpersonal
intelligence, have attracted increasing attention from other researchers
and theorists

(Goleman,

1996).

In conjunction

with Linguistic

intelligence, they share a particular importance in regard to this thesis,
one that will be explored in m o r e detail in Chapter Seven. Intrapersonal
intelligence concerns one's ability to access inner feelings. Gardner
(1983) describes it as the ability to "effect discriminations a m o n g these
feelings and, eventually, to label them, to e n m e s h them in symbolic
codes, to draw upon them as a m e a n s of understanding and guiding
one's behavior" (p. 240). The development of this intelligence enables
sensitivity to the wealth of inner experiences that w e each accrue. Wise
or judicial use of this ability allows the individual to regulate or control the
self and also to advise others on the basis of personal insight.

Interpersonal intelligence concerns the ability to use knowledge
of feelings, motivations and intentions in encounters with other people,
detecting their m o o d s and intent and, perhaps, influencing them to
behave in particular w a y s (Gardner, 1983). The personal intelligences
are inevitably interwoven and Gardner (1983) acknowledges that both
intelligences, in combination, are important in regard to the emergence
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significant to the overall balance that each one of us experiences as w e
respond to our inner feelings within the context of our particular cultures.

Gardner (1987) suggests that these intelligences or areas of
competence m a y be viewed as "raw biological potentials" or the
"building blocks" which form the springboard for the development of
thought and action. Independently, they form the basis for our capacity to
use symbols whilst, through interaction with each other, they reflect a
variety of h u m a n talents (Sattler, 1988). With opportunity and experience,
these potentials merge and develop across the course of our lives,
reflecting the ever-changing form and shape of our intellect.

Through observation of an individual, it becomes possible to
discern the particular pattern of relative strengths and weaknesses that
have developed in regard to the intelligences. Gardner (1987) asserts
that the profiles of abilities that can be constructed differ in individuals
from birth and continue to change over time as a result of experience.
The profile of an individual, then, m a y reflect a variety of changes over
time, offering a unique developmental pattern that can be used as a
basis for exploring past and current abilities. This provides a platform for
assessing educational needs and for planning experiences that will
best address the potential that has also been demonstrated. The
educational implications are important here because it b e c o m e s
possible to teach to a student's strengths, encouraging areas of relative
weakness at the s a m e time. In addition, the notion of ranking one
person against another loses significance w h e n it is the pattern of
functioning for the individual that b e c o m e s the focus of attention.

M.I. and Assessment with Adults
M.I. theory has generated a substantial amount of research with
children but its relevance for adults has received less attention. Lynda
Miller (1990), however, based on the work of Gardner (1983), has
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constructing the profile of an individual's characteristics as a learner.
She suggests that relevant information for her Smart Profile may
gathered

through

historical

records

or reports, interviews

be
and

observations of the individual and that the resulting profile will be useful,
in the case of an adult, as the basis for making informed decisions
about educational, occupational and leisure activities.

Lynda Miller's (1990) Smart Profile differs slightly from the
intelligences proposed by Howard Gardner (1983) in that she has
separated Logical-Mathematical intelligence into two distinct areas, that
is, into the subsets of Logical intelligence and Mathematical intelligence.
Her reasoning is that these two areas constitute different ways of
thinking and operating. S h e argues that Mathematical intelligence is
concerned strictly with the physical world and its possibilities and is
exhibited "by the mathematical thinking [that] underlies the calculations"
(Miller, 1990, p. 13). Logical intelligence, however, is regarded as
involving the nature of the structures that underlie logical thinking, as
well as the conclusions and predictions that m a y be m a d e on the basis
of these

underlying

patterns of thought. Nevertheless, Logical-

Mathematical intelligence has continued to be defined by others as a
combination of these two factors, encompassing both ways of thinking
(Gardner, 1991). For the purpose of this work the definition offered by
Gardner (1983) has been followed, although Miller's (1990) approach for
gathering information is recognised as valuable, particularly w h e n
working with adults.

Miller (1990) argues also that the process used in gathering
information for the construction of an individual's profile, as well as the
resulting profile itself, m a y provide the adult learner with a sound basis
for personal growth. S h e suggests that "sensitive questioning" will allow
the individual involved to reflect on memories and past experiences in a
manner that can be regarded as therapeutic. A s responses to questions
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and the development of understanding and insight are encouraged.

Miller (1990) also emphasises the importance of this process for
research and, like Howard Gardner (1983), believes that qualitative
research has m u c h to offer in the area of education. Qualitative methods
that emphasise introspection and self-reflection, conducted through the
m e d i u m of "friendly conversations", have been recognised as important
for both the researcher and the respondent w h e n exploring information
containing significant ideas and themes (Smith & Butt, 1991). The use
of a qualitative approach allows the "social breath" or "voice" of the
participant to emerge, permitting a more detailed and comprehensive
understanding of individual experiences (Schratz, 1993). In light of the
work conducted by Mary Belenky and her colleagues (1986), an
approach which encourages w o m e n to "find their voice and use it to gain
control over their lives" (p. 4) must be endorsed wholeheartedly.
In attempting to re-define traditional notions of achievement and
success, the M.I. approach provides a sound

basis because it

acknowledges a broader range of abilities than has been the case
previously. Recognition is given to abilities that are frequently hidden or
assigned limited worth and, as I have argued already, this provides a
framework for valuing the abilities of those w h o frequently operate
outside the traditional areas of achievement. In addition, it provides the
individuals w h o use this technique with a way of evaluating themselves
more effectively and, perhaps for the first time, it enables them to
acknowledge and value the particular areas in which they have gained
expertise. In terms of the needs of w o m e n seeking academic guidance
and counselling, it has the potential for use as an intervention technique
that will allow a comprehensive evaluation of past experiences and
abilities which, in turn, will permit them to m a k e informed decisions
about future options. In summary, M.I. is an effective m e d i u m for selfappraisal and has the potential to provide a sound basis for making
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overall approach that is grounded in feminist principles, M.I. has the
potential to become a powerful vehicle for addressing the needs of
w o m e n seeking academic guidance and support.

Taking A Narrative Perspective
Whilst the M.I. framework can be thought of as a vehicle for
enabling w o m e n to redefine their abilities and potential, a storied
approach can provide the m e a n s for gathering personal information that
will lead to the construction of a profile. From a narrative perspective, w e
live our lives by the stories w e tell. They fashion our lives, providing the
structure for our day-to-day existence and they propel us into a future that
is shaped by our lived experiences of them. W h e n w e speak, our words
do not simply reflect meaning, as m a n y working from within the realm of
traditional counselling

have

believed. Rather, our

stories are

performative: words give shape to the meaning of experience in our lives
(Frank, 1997). From this perspective, a narrative approach is important
because it recognises that, although at times w e m a y be constrained by
our own stories, w e can also b e c o m e the authors of new stories for
ourselves.
Narrative or storytelling is a fundamental means of making
ourselves intelligible to one another but it has also been used in both
research and therapy in various ways. In relation to feminist scholarship,
the effectiveness of first-hand accounts has been clearly demonstrated
by Carol Gilligan's In a Different Voice, as well as Women's

Ways of

Knowing, written by Mary Belenky and her colleagues. In addition, Mary
Gergen's (1997) exploration of gendered narratives has suggested that
the stories of achievement told by eminent w o m e n differ from those told
by eminent m e n on a number of dimensions. Narrative research is
regarded by many as providing an important platform for giving voice to
those w h o are marginalised in society (White & Epston, 1990). By
encouraging people to tell their stories, an increased appreciation of,
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1999).

In relation to the functions that narrative or storytelling can serve,
Robert Neimeyer (2000) suggests that, at least at the interpersonal and
intrapersonal levels, personal stories can help us to construct accounts
of our o w n lives that have validity for us. In addition, in regard to our
audience w e look for support or affirmation of ourselves in the
responses of those w h o listen. In other words, the stories w e tell provide
us with frameworks for making meaning or sense of our experience of
life, both for ourselves and for others. The "self-as-story" metaphor, at
the intrapersonal level, inevitably locates the teller as both the author and
main character of the autobiographical account, permitting what s o m e
writers consider to be an inherent search for coherence in life
(Goncalves, K o r m a n & Angus, 2000). Robert Neimeyer (2000) suggests
that a more general function of the storied approach is to establish
"continuity of meaning" (p. 212) in the lived experiences of the client. In
this respect the narrative approach

is one that holds important

implications for counselling and therapy.
Aspects of both constructivism and social constructionism are
combined and reflected in the approach to narrative that is outlined in
this thesis. Both Kenneth Gergen (1999) and Robert Neimeyer (2000)
refer to the debate a m o n g postmodernists w h o espouse a narrative
therapy approach in terms of the tension between these two different
perspectives. A s Neimeyer (2000) observes, this debate focuses on "the
personal versus social origins of the self-as-story" (p. 208). George
Kelly's (1955) foundational work is recognised as being of particular
importance in relation to the constructivist perspective in clinical
psychology. From this perspective there are m a n y realities, with each
person mentally constructing his or her world of experience. Rather than
the mind acting as a mirror of the world, then, w e each create the world
as w e understand it (Gergen, 1999). From a constructivist position, this
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"in the head" (Gergen, 1999). In addition, the very personal meanings
that are constructed by the individual are highly valued by therapeutic
approaches that operate from this perspective.

From a social constructionist viewpoint, however, reality is a
product of social relationships (Gergen, 1999). Emphasis is placed on
the social rather than the individual origins of meaning and, as Kenneth
Gergen (1999) observes, "the primary emphasis is on discourse as the
vehicle through which self and world are articulated, and the way in
which such discourse functions within social relationships" (p. 60). In
other words, each person's identity is socially constructed and is
determined through discursive practice and "cultural negotiation" with
other m e m b e r s of that culture (Neimeyer & Raskin, 2000). From this
perspective, therapeutic approaches, frequently operating on the basis
of collaboration between counsellor and client, focus on "cultural
critique" in addition to change at the individual level (Neimeyer & Raskin,
2000).
In regard to the debate between constructivist and social
constructionist perspectives, various alternatives that combine aspects
of both have been proposed. Kenneth Gergen (1999), for example,
discusses the search for "relational alternatives" and the possibility of an
amalgamation that is informed by both perspectives. H e mentions the
emergence of "social constructivism", reflected in the work of Lev
Vygotsky and Jerome Bruner, in which the mental construction of reality
is influenced by social relationships. Neimeyer (2000) also talks about a
relational alternative as representing a middle path between both
perspectives. H e cites Tappan (1999, p. 118) w h o argues that the "self is
situated neither psychologically or socially, but dialogically-as a function
of the linguistically mediated exchanges between persons and the
social world that are the hallmark of lived h u m a n experience" (in
Neimeyer, 2000, p. 215). In this case, the integration of aspects of both
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relational w e b s in which w e are all immersed. One's personal story,
then, is always a function of the self operating in the context of
relationships with others, within the broader context of a particular
culture.

Re-Authoring Life Stories
A s a therapeutic technique, narrative enables clients to "re-story"
their lives or to conceptualise the course of their lives in n e w and more
acceptable ways (Gergen, 1999). A s I have already mentioned, the
narrative metaphor rests on the notion that people live their lives
according to the stories they tell. From this perspective, the stories w e
create structure our lives. They are not imagined or "made up" in any
sense and, consequently, the very real and material effects of these
stories also shape our lives (White, 1991).

Stephen Pearce (1996) comments in this regard that stories are
not passive but, rather, they provide a powerful basis from which the
teller

can

"aggressively

disrupt

and

even

shatter

accepted

understanding and m o d e s of behavior" (p. xv). Working from this
perspective, Michael White and David Epston (1990), concerned with the
"politics of therapy", suggest that problematic issues involved in many of
the stories people tell stem from power relations in society. In other
words, the stories that are fold are inevitably framed by dominant cultural
and societal discourses. In narration, people draw on these various
discourses, both implicitly and explicitly, so that they combine to produce
a particular version of events (Burr, 1995, in Neimeyer, 2000). In this
sense, apart from providing a representation of a personal reality,
narrative also supports a m e a n s of constituting a social reality
(Neimeyer, 2000).

Michael White and David Epston (1990) have encouraged
counsellors and therapists to challenge the subjugating influences of
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development of alternative conceptions of the self and of their futures.
From this perspective, therapy can be viewed as encouraging resistance
to hidden and oppressive discourses by examining them and searching
for practical ways to address them. In Narrative Means

to Therapeutic

Ends, these authors suggest that, through narrative, people b e c o m e
able to re-story their lives when their experiences are effectively
"externalized". They challenge traditional approaches to therapy and
counselling that view problems as being located within the individual
and advocate instead the process of externalization in order to address
directly issues of concern. The problem, then, is viewed as existing
within the problem, not within the individual.

Michael White (1988) argues that it is by externalizing problems
that are experienced as oppressive that w e b e c o m e able to re-author
ourselves and our relationships with others on the basis of "new"
knowledges. Locating the source of a problem outside oneself helps as
w e deconstruct our stories, making it possible to identify the private
stories and cultural knowledges that underpin them. By separating the
self from the story it is possible to create a space in which people
b e c o m e able to explore alternative and preferred knowledges of w h o
they are and of h o w they might conduct their lives. A separation from
dominant discourses m a k e s it possible for people to orient themselves
to aspects of experience that can contradict these knowledges. From
this perspective, narrative provides opportunities for creating and
rehearsing potential solutions to problems, supporting the individual as
the "protagonist" in her o w n story.

The power of narrative or storytelling has been demonstrated by a
number of authors, but of particular importance are the implications for
women

in counselling contexts. The concept of voice has

been

discussed most frequently within the feminist literature, where it is often
presented in contrast to the "silencing" or "invisibility" of w o m e n ' s
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Neimeyer, 2000). Finding voice, from this perspective, implies an
affirmation of the self or the attainment of a sense of personal agency or
empowerment. The notion of finding voice, then, can be understood as
a metaphor of liberation for the experience of many w o m e n , as well as
others w h o m a y have been marginalised.

Telling her story gives voice to the woman who regards herself as
both silent and invisible. She b e c o m e s able to witness her o w n
reconstruction, as well as the conditions that have deprived her of her
voice. In addition, according to Arthur Frank (1997), as she recovers her
voice, she also "becomes a witness to the conditions that rob others of
their voices" (p. xii). In this case, challenging the "subjugating grasp" of
the dominant discourse under which she has lived becomes possible
as she realises its oppressive power, both for herself and others.

Regardless of whether or not the discourse is addressed directly,
however, attention is inevitably given to the effect it has in shaping her
experiences (Zimmerman & Dickerson, 1996). Jeffrey Z i m m e r m a n and
Victoria Dickerson (1996) argue that "unmasking" s o m e of the gender
specifications for w o m e n is one of the socio-political implications of
effective narrative therapy with w o m e n . As w o m e n recover or reclaim
their own voices they c o m e to understand that they can author and edit
their o w n lives. This idea is also reflected in what Jerome Bruner (1991)
sees as the aim of a narrative approach which is not to m a k e us better
readers but, rather, better writers of our own stories.

A Storied Approach to Profile Construction
Telling one's story can be a therapeutic process but, in the context
of this thesis, stories also provide information that can be analysed
through the M L lens. In this manner, experiences can be interpreted so
that the pattern of relative strengths and weaknesses that reflects the
individual's intellectual profile can be constructed. In other words, the
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explored in order to ascertain the particular intelligences that have been
developed. By ranking the intelligences against one another in relation to
their levels of relative strength and weakness, an intellectual profile is
gradually constructed. Past experiences can be re-conceptualised
through current understandings and potential can be reassessed from
this basis. Whilst M.I. provides a m e a n s of re-conceptualising what is
meant by knowledge and expertise, a narrative approach presents the
individual involved with an opportunity for exploring personal beliefs, as
well as the assumptions about w o m e n that reflect the discriminatory
nature of our culture.

The combination of M.I. and narrative approaches can be viewed
as a method of negotiating the dialogical position that w a s proposed
above (Neimeyer, 2000). It can provide a m e a n s of both representing a
personal reality, at the intrapersonal level, and also establishing a social
reality, at the interpersonal level, as w o m e n seek to organise their
experiences into coherent accounts of their lives. The gradual
construction of an intellectual profile as it emerges through a w o m a n ' s
personal story can often act as a crystallizing experience in this regard,
allowing a depth of personal insight as the experience is organised and
communicated. By deconstructing their life stories, people can be
encouraged to "resist the oppressive narratives that they have been
offered by dominant forms of discourse and instead b e c o m e the authors
of more hopeful life stories" (Neimeyer & Raskin, 2000, p. 7). Working
with the goal of feminist scholarship in mind, a narrative approach to
constructing one's intellectual profile provides a context for constructing
a cohesive account of the self whilst challenging oppressive and
dominating discourses.

Profiles as a Metaphor for Change
The notion of agency is central to the practice of narrative therapy.
Robert Neimeyer (2000) has pointed out that a narrative approach
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typically experiences. A s Drewery, Winslade and Monk (2000) observe,
whether in day-to-day life or in therapy, h o w w e speak influences what
w e think w e can do. In addition, whilst a sense of agency is generally
associated with political advantage and personal health, it is also
frequently reflected in the greater number of options that an individual
can generate, particularly w h e n faced with a dilemma.

In their analysis of narrative, Goncalves, Korman and Angus
(2000) refer to the "metaphorizing attitude" as one of the central
components in the narrative process. They regard metaphors as
important for "condensing meanings and for developing reflexive
attitudes about one's experience" (Goncalves, Korman & Angus, 2000, p.
276). In this sense, metaphors provide a m e a n s of constructing and
exploring the multiple meanings that are associated with the self, as
well as with aspects of particular stories. In addition, they provide a
basis for projecting and exploring alternative narratives for the future,
contributing to the sense of agency that accompanies self-defined
choice.
A woman who constructs her intellectual profile within the context
of a narrative approach is afforded an opportunity for developing or
strengthening

her sense

of personal agency. The

process of

constructing the profile involves her in recalling and editing her past, as
well as re-authoring her future. Following Michael White's (1988)
argument, constructing her profile also presents the w o m a n with an
opportunity for externalization or for providing space between the story
and the self that then allows alternative understandings to be explored.
From this perspective, profiling can be thought of as a metaphor for
change as it propels the w o m a n to consider a variety of n e w insights, as
well as goals for the future. A s Stephen Pearce (1996) sees it, the use of
metaphors in personal stories permits "people to bridge the gap
between what is and what should be" (p. xiii). In this sense, the process
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metaphor for change since it provides a m e a n s of proceeding from what
is currently "known" to what is, as yet, "unknown". In addition, the profile
itself b e c o m e s a landmark or turning point that heralds potential, as well
as future directions.

This propensity for change, however, is located more in the
construction of the profile than in the profile that has been constructed. In
fact, profiles can be thought of as dynamic rather than static entities
since they represent continuing change. W e constantly construct and
reconstruct them as they reflect the multiplicity of meanings w e give to
our experience and as they propel the changes that take place across
the course of our lives. Through the use of a narrative approach to profile
construction, w o m e n are able to tell their own stories within a context
that gives n e w meanings to their experiences. In an atmosphere that is
both encouraging and supportive, they can also give voice to their hopes,
ideas and values and, in the process develop an increased sense of
personal agency.
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Chapter 5
WALKING THE TALK: PUTTING THE MODEL
INTO PRACTICE

To this point, I have been concerned with developing an argument
to support the notion of Intelligent Profiles, the model for self-appraisal
that I have proposed for w o m e n returning to study and work. I have also
referred briefly to the six w o m e n whose stories and profiles have been the
focus of this project. In the current chapter, however, m y concern is to
present the model itself for scrutiny and to explain in detail the research
process as it has been employed with the w o m e n w h o took part in this
study.
Presenting an overview of the model is a somewhat technical
exercise, however it is a useful m e a n s of encapsulating "in a nutshell" the
structure and dynamics involved. Following this, the manner in which the
model has been applied within this research will be outlined. T h e
relevance of a comparative case study approach for this thesis will be
explained and introductions to the six w o m e n w h o took part in the project
will be made. T h e manner in which the stories and profiles of these
w o m e n were gathered, as well as the m e a n s of analysis that were
employed will also be presented. Finally, a discussion of s o m e of the
dilemmas associated with this research will be presented.
Intelligent Profiles: A Model for Change
Intelligent Profiles is a dynamic model of self-appraisal that draws
on aspects of the theory of Multiple Intelligences, feminist theory and
narrative. It has been constructed specifically for w o m e n w h o are
concerned with making decisions about future directions of study and
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synthesises theoretical and experiential information in a manner that
m a k e s it a useful analytical tool for teachers, academic advisers and
counsellors.

Importantly, it also provides an ongoing technique that

w o m e n can use beyond a counselling situation as they continue to assess
their individual experiences and m a k e plans for the future.
Standardised tests, as well as inventories assessing personality
and interests, are a m o n g the range of tools most commonly used as a
m e a n s of making vocational decisions. This practice continues, despite
evidence presented in the preceding chapters that identifies these
techniques as discriminatory for w o m e n , as well as for m a n y men.
Intelligent Profiles does not rest on the assumption that people can simply
be matched with jobs, nor with courses of study. Instead, it is proposed as
an approach that enables w o m e n to explore and evaluate their abilities
and potential within a context that promotes a sense of personal agency. It
is from a basis where their abilities and expertise can be acknowledged
and valued that w o m e n can begin to explore their options and m a k e
choices for the future that reflect their potential.
From this approach, women are supported within a framework that
challenges the personal and political constraints under which they live,
with the aim of enabling them to m a k e informed decisions in regard to
their futures. A greater number of ways of interpreting past experiences,
current abilities and options for the future becomes possible through an
approach such as this. Intelligent Profiles can be viewed as a functional,
rather than a predictive, model in that it provides an informed perspective
for understanding, analysing and affirming the experiences of mature-age
female students as they engage in a continuing process of self-appraisal.
Much like a metaphor, a model may be thought of as a picture or
m a p that uses a simple structure to represent a particular aspect of the
world

(Cohen

&

Manion, 1992). Intelligent Profiles rests on

straightforward approach to working with mature-age female students by

a
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challenges traditional approaches to assessment and counselling. W h e n
presented graphically, Intelligent Profiles can be seen as a model based
upon a cyclical pattern (Figure 1). In this case, the process of selfappraisal is constantly repeated as both earlier and more recent
experiences

are

appraised

and

then

re-assessed,

allowing

the

development of insight and directions for the future.
At the simplest level two major operations can be observed in this
model: the identification and analysis of skills and abilities from a pluralist
perspective and the translation of this information into an understanding of
the self that permits a broad range of options to be considered for the
future. A s Figure 1 indicates, the model is divided into four stages that
reflect the overall process of self-appraisal and change that takes place.

Stage 1
T h e first stage involves the individual in a consideration of changes
to current life circumstances or directions. The impetus for these changes
will vary according to the individual in question, but this is the point at
which m a n y w o m e n seek advice and guidance from teachers, academic
advisers and counsellors. Self-appraisal for m a n y w o m e n , as well as for
m a n y of the professionals w h o s e experience they value, is likely to rest on
conventional notions of ability and assessment. Without appropriate
intervention at this stage it is probable that traditional options only in
relation to study and work will be considered. Guidance that is not
informed by a feminist perspective m a y serve only to confirm an informal
process of self-appraisal based on conventional but limited views of ability.
Reference to the mature-age student mentioned in the "Prologue"
provides evidence of this experience.

Stage 2
T h e second stage of the model entails a commitment to engage in
the process of constructing an intellectual profile from an M.I. perspective.

-76Figure 1. Intelligent Profiles Presented Graphically. Intelligent Profiles can
be viewed as a dynamic model involving four stages and operating on the
basis of a cyclical pattern.
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is committed to working within a feminist framework, the concept of M.I. is
outlined and discussed. A booklet, Multiple Intelligences: Creating a
Personal Profile (Appendix), has been designed to help familiarise the
individual with each of the domains of intelligence and it also encourages
her to begin constructing her o w n intellectual profile. It is during this stage
that the w o m a n is encouraged to tell her personal story, with details of
past events and experiences emerging through discussion and in
response to questioning. W h e n these experiences are interpreted from a
feminist perspective, accepted notions of gender are challenged. It is
within a relationship such as this that the w o m a n involved develops the
insight and self-knowledge necessary for constructing her o w n intellectual
profile.
Stage 3
T h e construction of an intellectual profile, or a number of profiles, is
developed during the third stage. Working collaboratively with one w h o
has an understanding of the process, it is possible for a w o m a n to
construct her o w n profile and to revise it as often as she d e e m s
necessary. A blank profile is presented in Figure 2. A s the abilities
associated with each of the intelligences are explored and assessed, they
can be m a p p e d on to the profile sheet by the w o m a n , providing a concrete
representation of their status in relation to one another.
The profile itself is dynamic in nature, since the particular
configuration

of

relative

strengths

and

weaknesses

across

the

intelligences is subject to change depending on continuing interpretations
of past and current experiences. T h e possibility of developing particular
intelligences further can be discussed so that the opportunities for fulfilling
potential can also be explored. Rather than being viewed as an end
product, the profile and its construction are regarded as part of an ongoing
process of self-appraisal.

-78Figure 2. Blank M.I. Profile. The M.I. profile provides the framework for
representing an individual's pattern of relative strengths and weaknesses.
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The fourth stage of this model is concerned with a consideration of options
for the future based on the nature of the profile or profiles that emerge.
Depending on the requirements of the w o m a n involved, study or work
options that reflect the pattern of strengths and weaknesses within the
profile can be explored and used as a basis for discussion and
investigation. With support, options that perhaps had not previously been
considered can be pursued. It is at this point, as plans for the future are
conceptualised and even put into operation, that the cycle is likely to be
repeated. It is in the changing nature of the patterns presented through
the profile that the process of transformation and

reconstruction

experienced by the individual is mapped. However, as m u c h as the profile
reflects a pattern of abilities and expertise, it also projects future
directions. N e w experiences and the opportunities for self-appraisal that
they bring m a k e it probable that the process will continue, even without
the continuing involvement of an adviser w h o operates from this basis.
Summary
The process involved in Intelligent Profiles relies on the integration
of ideas drawn from a number of theoretical areas. It has been designed
to assist those w h o are most likely to be approached for advice by matureage female students. The model encourages collaboration with w o m e n as
they seek advice, providing support as they appraise their skills and
abilities, as well as their options for the future. Although m a x i m u m benefit
is likely to be achieved if the model is used over the course of three or four
interviews, it is certainly possible to m o v e through the cycle more quickly,
depending on the individual involved. In addition, once understandings of
the process and of the issues involved have been gained, Intelligent
Profiles becomes a tool that can be used independently by w o m e n .

This model has been employed with six women during the course
of the research for this thesis. With the exception of two of the w o m e n ,
w h o collaborated to a certain extent in the construction of one another's
profiles, the model has been used with the w o m e n on an individual basis.
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introductory or bridging course to further avenues of study, has yet to be
determined. However, it is anticipated that the model is flexible enough to
warrant inclusion in a group setting. Nevertheless, the effectiveness of the
model for helping the w o m e n in this study to appraise their abilities from a
pluralist perspective, as well as encouraging a sense of personal agency,
can be evaluated in the following chapters through the evidence drawn
from the six case studies that have been compiled.

Applying the Model: A Comparative Case Study Approach
The research for this thesis w a s broadly formulated using the idea
of multiple-case studies (Yin, 1994), although it can be categorised more
specifically as representing a comparative case study approach. Margery
Franklin (1997) observes that this particular approach is defined by the
fact that participants m a y have in c o m m o n aspects such as gender, age,
professional status and so on. This w a s the case with the six participants
in this project w h o were all w o m e n , all mature-age students and all in a
position where they were required to m a k e decisions about future
avenues of study and work. Although each w o m a n has been viewed
individually, it has also been possible to discern similarities and
differences a m o n g them, making a basis for comparison and more general
observations possible. A s Franklin (1997) points out, the comparative
case study approach is congruent with "a perspectival point of view, with
the idea of keeping voices distinct—even as it provides opportunity to
explore h o w perspectives m a y converge" (p. 112). This idea has special
significance for m y work as I w a s concerned with privileging the words of
the six w o m e n with w h o m I had collaborated, yet as the research
progressed it b e c a m e apparent that points of convergence were
emerging. A n analysis of one particularly important aspect of the women's
profiles, discussed in Chapter Seven, draws attention to this point.

Within this overarching framework of comparative case studies,
personal life stories have been revealed within the context of collaborative
relationships. The "narrative turn" that this method reflects has become
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in the recording and analysis of these stories. A s Ken Plummer (1995)
observes, life stories "take seriously the subjective dimensions of lives,
enable them to be placed in a fuller social context and fully acknowledge
the narrative nature of h u m a n conduct" (p. 62). Again, this is an approach
that fits very well with the particular concerns underpinning this project.
Introducing the Women
The six w o m e n w h o participated with m e in this research project
were all mature-age students whose ages ranged from twenty-five to fifty
years. Their homes, at the time of our interviews, were all located within a
coastal region of N S W . With the exception of one w o m a n , all have English
as their first language. Carla w a s born in Spain and, unlike the others, has
English as her second language. Of the two w o m e n w h o are of Aboriginal
descent, Jeannie has always been aware of her heritage, whereas Narelle
became aware of her background only relatively recently. Trish c a m e to
Australia as a toddler when her parents migrated here from Great Britain,
but Denise w a s born in the local area and has lived here for all of her life.
With the exception of Sandy, each of the w o m e n has children and each
has assumed a large degree of the responsibility for her family. All of the
w o m e n can be described as working class, s o m e are single and others
are involved in longer-term relationships.
As mature-age students, the six women were committed to various
courses of study at one or another of three different educational
institutions within the local region. This return to study reflected recent
decisions to bring about changes in their lives and it also signalled the
possibility that more substantial changes lay ahead. All of the w o m e n had
returned to study with a view to re-entering the paid workforce eventually
although, for each one, the particular direction w a s an open question. O n e
of the factors all of the w o m e n had in c o m m o n w a s a determination to
improve or better their "lot in life" and, for each, the attainment of particular
educational goals was viewed as a means of achieving this. In addition, of
the five w o m e n w h o had children, each was concerned that by improving
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children.

The three major institutions that agreed to participate in this
research represent each of the three different sectors of education,
mentioned in Chapter T w o , which provide post-secondary opportunities for
mature-age students in Australia. Within each of these settings, individual
teachers, counsellors and academic advisers gave their unqualified
support for the study for the duration of the project. Initial access to larger
groups of students w a s m a d e possible by class time being set aside so
that I could be introduced and present an outline of the project. O n each
occasion, using a workshop approach, I presented a brief overview of M.I.
and the manner in which a profile can be constructed to represent skills
and abilities. I used m y o w n profile as an example, showing h o w this had
changed over the years as opportunities to gain expertise in particular
areas were presented. O n each occasion, discussion w a s encouraged
and a question time w a s used to help consolidate understandings.
Printed information was left with all students so that those who
were interested in volunteering could m a k e contact with me. Although a
number of students from each institution m a d e contact after the
information sessions, the constraints of personal commitments and
timetabling allowed only six mature-age w o m e n to participate. Of note,
w a s the enthusiasm of a number of male students to take part in the
project, although no provision w a s m a d e for their inclusion. In addition,
two younger w o m e n w h o s e arguments were especially persuasive
participated in a parallel project. These w o m e n were under twenty-one
years of age at the time of the research and, consequently, were not
regarded as meeting the criteria for mature-age status.
Ultimately, two women from each of the three institutions joined the
project after informed consent had been granted. Carla and Trish were
both undertaking different courses at an institution offering various levels
of post-secondary education for adults. Despite attendance at the s a m e
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were students within a large institution that offers courses of an academic,
vocational and interest nature. They were both taking part in a short
course of six months, designed to provide basic knowledge and skills for
w o m e n hoping to re-enter the paid workforce. Due to time constraints and
also because they had c o m e to know one another during class time, s o m e
of the interviews conducted with them were held with both present,
allowing each one to provide feedback for the other. At the tertiary level,
Narelle and Sandy were also enrolled within different courses and did not
know one another. Narelle was enrolled in the first year of an
undergraduate teaching degree, having gained university entrance as a
mature-age student with the help of the Aboriginal Education Office.
Sandy, however, w a s undertaking a bridging course, designed to help
mature-age students meet university entrance requirements. Despite
individual differences, the women's stories all echoed a commitment to
change and, from m y perspective, it is at the point where change is being
considered that an intellectual profile can be particularly useful.
Interviews as Collaborative Inquiry
Collaborative inquiry adopts m a n y forms, depending on the aims
and hopes of those w h o participate. A s a researcher, I entered what I
consider to be joint projects with w o m e n whose main concern w a s their
potential for further study or work. In each case, our shared goal w a s to
construct an intellectual profile based on an appraisal of individual life
experiences. Kenneth Gergen (1999) comments on the value of this kind
of collaborative approach as one that allows people "to reveal themselves
for purposes they value" (p. 98), because it is based on an attempt to
achieve mutual goals.
The direction of the interviews within the relationships we
established, as well as the nature of the stories that were revealed, w a s
determined to a large extent by the individual w o m e n involved. Each
w o m a n w a s given great latitude in speaking, so that the meanings she
continually constructed about her experiences remained the focus of
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attempt w a s m a d e to ensure an openness and fluidity (Plummer, 1995).
Maintaining an ongoing rapport sometimes involved a cautious sharing of
m y own, or another's experience but having taken the decision to assume
an active role in m y research, I could see no useful purpose in silencing
m y own voice. However, any questions or comments always focussed on
the experiences of the w o m a n and, in this way, it remained possible to
privilege each woman's experiences. I a m not suggesting here that I was
unaware of the dynamics of the interview relationship or of m y position
within it as a researcher. Rather, I approached the interviews from an
egalitarian perspective, with the aim of making them truly collaborative. In
addition, m y understanding of life stories as "social products" (Gergen &
Gergen, 1984) led m e to consider that, as a listener, I was also a part of
the fabric from which the story w a s being constructed. M y over-riding aim,
however, w a s to support a context within which the voice of each w o m a n
would be clearly heard so that, through our collaborative efforts, w e could
both interpret her story.
I met with each of the women on four to five occasions. Interviews
were never less than one hour and were sometimes extended to two
hours or more. All of the interviews were held in a comfortable location,
between or after classes, within the grounds of whichever institution the
particular w o m a n attended. Although there were no set questions to which
responses were demanded, m y intent w a s to encourage personal stories
by prompting memories and discussions of past and recent events.
Experiences were then challenged and interpreted both from a feminist
perspective and through the eight domains of intelligence. This supported
the translation of relevant information into the construction of the profiles.
Preliminary interviews focussed on explaining in some detail the
aims and purpose of the research, as well as answering questions about
it. The notion of a question-and-answer approach within the interviews
w a s quickly dispelled, to the surprise of s o m e w o m e n w h o assumed that
they had little to tell. A n additional aim of these initial interviews w a s to
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in time. Typically, w h e n this w a s not volunteered, prompts such as "How
did you c o m e to return to study?" were used.

Subsequent interviews explored various aspects of each woman's
experiences in more detail, following particular themes as they emerged
and challenging the w o m e n to define their abilities within an M.I.
framework. In this manner, it w a s possible to work collaboratively with the
w o m e n as they constructed their individual profiles. Relative strengths and
weaknesses across the intelligences were represented through the
mapping of patterns within the profiles. In addition, as experiences were
explored in greater detail, a constant, but gradual, revision of each profile
w a s supported. A consideration of the future then became possible by
identifying the strengths each w o m a n possessed and the potential for
change that they heralded. Again, where longer term speculation w a s not
evident, questions such as "Where do you see yourself in ten or fifteen
years time?" were asked. This frequently provided an opening for the
w o m e n to talk in detail about their hopes and wishes for the future, h o w
these might be negotiated given the responsibilities they assumed within
their families, and the benefits they hoped to gain through their current
efforts to re-educate themselves.
Record Keeping: Journals, Tapes and Profiles
A m a s s of material is produced through interviews that are
conducted in the manner outlined above. However, it is in the detail that
this information holds that a case for the utility of this method can be
supported. Record-keeping for this project consisted quite simply of three
items: a journal, tape recordings and the intellectual profiles. It w a s in a
log or journal that m y impressions of the interviews were written after each
one had concluded. This provided a useful summary of what had taken
place and, by being able to reflect on the words of the w o m e n , it also
highlighted significant themes to which attention could be directed in
subsequent interviews. At times, it w a s useful for noting information that
appeared conflicting or confusing and, again, this provided the opportunity
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notes during the analysis of the material, they continued to provide a rich
source of information that could be used in conjunction with other records.

A tape recorder was used in all interviews, with the exception of the
preliminary interviews. It w a s initially viewed with s o m e suspicion by most
of the w o m e n , but this s e e m e d to disappear during the course of the first
recorded interviews. In addition, despite assurances that the recorder
could be turned off, or that particular items of information could easily be
deleted, none of the w o m e n requested this. The tapes were partially
transcribed and additional notes accompanied

these transcriptions,

indicating instances of repetition in the ideas of the w o m e n or interruptions
to the interviews from other sources.

A third source of information was, of course, the M.I. profiles
constructed by the w o m e n . A s most of these were created and reassessed during the interviews, the discussions that accompanied them
were always recorded. T h e profiles for each w o m a n document the gradual
reshaping of her beliefs about her abilities. This w a s important on an
individual basis but it w a s also important for reflecting the emergence of
significant themes that involved more than one w o m a n . Copies of the
original profiles are included with the stories of the w o m e n as they are
presented in the following chapter.
These three means of keeping records provided rich sources of
information for interpreting the women's stories. They enabled m e to look
in detail at material that w a s pertinent to each w o m a n as an individual,
before moving on to gradually identifying significant themes as they
emerged. In addition, by referring continually to these records as they
were being produced and, later, as they were being analysed more
completely, the overall process of analysis w a s iterative, enriching
interpretations as they were made.
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As I have argued in the preceding chapter, w e use narrative or
stories to m a k e sense of our lives. In our efforts to do this w e attempt to
order events and our experiences of them in patterns that are connected
in a coherent manner. Whilst there are many varieties of the narrative
form, the order that w e impose by sequencing events drawn from the past
and present, as well as our predictions for the future, provides a sense of
meaning and direction in our lives (Gergen & Gergen, 1984). In other
words, by ordering events along a temporal dimension, with a history, a
present and predictions or goals for a future, w e m a k e sense of our lives
through the themes that inevitably emerge (Franklin, 1997; Polkinghome,
1988).
The material gathered through the interviews using the means
described above lends itself particularly well to narrative analysis
(Franklin, 1997). The open-ended interactive approach that was used
provided each participant with the opportunity to tell her life story that, in
turn, invited an analysis in terms of narrative. In c o m m o n with Margery
Franklin (1997), I cannot accept the assumption that interviews simply
extract pre-existing information from informants. Instead, a combination of
aspects drawn from two alternative models of conducting interviews is
supported. O n e emphasises a process of "shared understanding", whilst
the other m a y be referred to as a "discourse" model (Franklin, 1997). By
drawing on aspects of both models it becomes possible, as an interviewer,
to understand the perspective of the participant and, at the s a m e time, to
actively engage in discussion and the construction of meaning with that
person (Davis & Gergen, 1997).
From this perspective, rather than regarding the information drawn
through an interview as "pure" in any sense, it is viewed instead as a
product of the questions, answers and comments that flow between the
interviewer and the participant. By answering, as well as asking questions,
participants c o m e to think of themselves in other ways. Through this
engagement, the story that a w o m a n tells of a particular event m a y c o m e
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the course of a number of interviews and the ideas of a participant are
legitimated within the relationship, the difference in power that exists when
one person attempts to control the w a y another interprets their experience
is likely to be weakened. A s Sara Davis and Mary Gergen (1997) have
observed, w h e n working within this framework the interview process can
be seen as "evolutionary" in the sense that what is understood between
the participant and the interviewer constantly remains open to new
formulations.

There are numerous approaches to analysing personal stories
(Mishler, 1995) but Margery Franklin (1997) suggests that it is possible to
distinguish between

primary, secondary

and

underlying "narrative

representations" during analysis. A s she sees it, narrative representations
are the descriptive and organised accounts that are given when aspects of
a life story are articulated. S o m e narrative representations draw on
aspects of stories that have been told before, either to the self or to
others. In these cases, the stories are considered to be drawing on
"underlying narratives", or experiences that have been partially formulated.
This w a s the case, for example, w h e n individual w o m e n talked to m e
during the interviews about the dissolution of a marriage. S o m e aspects of
the event had been told on previous occasions and these underlying
narratives were then drawn into the story as it w a s articulated during the
interview with m e . Other narrative representations, however, m a y involve
accounts of experiences that have not previously been connected or
articulated. In this case, there is no underlying narrative on which to draw.
An example of this occurred in response to a question that I asked each
woman. Although the question w a s phrased in slightly different ways in
each interview, it asked about the sense the w o m a n m a d e of herself "as a
woman". In each case, the w o m e n commented that they had given no
thought to a question of this kind before although, given time, the majority
were able to piece together various experiences that enabled them to
make meaning out the question for themselves.
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distinguishes between primary and secondary narratives.

Primary

narrative representations refer to the storyteller's presented narrative,
whilst secondary narrative representations constitute the listener's or
interviewer's narrative construction. A s researchers, w h e n w e begin to
transcribe and analyse the stories w e have gathered it is often difficult, as
I have argued in Chapter Three, to ascertain where the storyteller's
narrative ends and the interviewer's narrative begins. A s others have also
observed (Mishler, 1991; Reissman, 1993), transcription itself rests on the
theory-laden decisions that w e take as w e engage in the process of
transcribing.

Within the interview situation, exchanges between the speaker and
listener often seek to clarify what has been said before or to re-interpret a
particular event or experience (Franklin, 1997). For example, in a later
interview as I listened to Trish's account of an interaction with her exhusband, I w a s able to draw on other stories she had told of herself and
suggest that these provided evidence of her facility with language. It
s e e m e d to m e that language w a s a powerful tool for her but that she had
not yet recognised her o w n ability. After a brief period of consideration she
agreed and she went on to re-interpret other experiences from this
perspective. In this particular case, a suggestion I had m a d e w a s
accepted

by

a

storyteller and

incorporated

into

her

narrative

representation. Examples such as this might result, on different occasions,
in a w o m a n ignoring or rejecting interpretations I have offered or,
alternatively, accepting them to a more limited degree than w a s the case
with Trish in this instance. Nevertheless, the danger in such interactions is
of appropriating or absorbing another's views entirely, a dilemma that
m a n y feminist researchers have discussed (Opie, 1992). A s Margery
Franklin (1997) sees it, w e need to m a k e sure w h e n working within a
narrative approach that "voices are distinct, if interacting" (p. 111).
Narratives vary in terms of their content, process and structure and
analysis of these three components in regard to their overall coherence is
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the material that constitutes the theme or plot (Franklin, 1997). Typically,
an individual's life is portrayed through multiple narratives about her
personal experiences that involve a diverse range of topics with m a n y
plots. These plots "allow for an adaptation to a world that is itself
multifarious" (Goncalves et al., 2000, p. 278). In other words, it is through
the complexity and diversity of the content of stories that a healthy or
multifaceted view of the self and of reality is reflected.

Narrative process can be defined as the qualitative dimension of
the stories that are presented. A s Goncalves et al. (2000) see it, narrative
process refers to the capacity for openness to different experiences that is
reflected in the stories that are told. A flexible and open approach m e a n s
that the individual is more likely to explore the m a n y possibilities that exist
for every life experience. Analysis, then, is concerned with the degree to
which personal experiences have been portrayed in regard to their
cognitive and emotional aspects.
Narrative structure refers to the manner in which different aspects
of experience are connected in order to produce a personal story that is
coherent (Goncalves et al., 2000). Structural coherence is evident w h e n
the storyteller is able to m a k e meaning out of her experiences, regardless
of whether these are individual events or lifelong experiences. W h e n
examining a narrative in terms of structural components, approaches
range from macro analyses to micro analyses (Franklin, 1997). At the
macro level, narratives can be located culturally, historically and politically,
reflecting the meanings that these influences have in terms of individual
experience. At the micro level, detailed attention is paid to the oral
account given by the individual, specifically to key phrases, pauses,
expressions of emotion and voice. Through analysis at these levels it
becomes clear that personal narratives convey more than information
about facts and events. Rather, as Marie-Francoise Chanfrault-Duchet
(1991) points out, through interpretation and analysis it is evident that
"these facts and events are inscribed in patterns that relate to their socio-
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m a n y w a y s in which an individual m a k e s meaning of her life.

This rather formal discussion of analysis as it relates to narrative
provides a guide to understanding h o w I have m a d e meaning of the words
of the w o m e n w h o participated in this project. Rather than following one
particular method of analysis, however, I have combined ideas from a
number of researchers w h o s e work has involved narrative for differing
purposes. T h e simple reason for this is that I w a s unable to find one single
method that would cover all of the dimensions I had witnessed within the
narratives as they unfolded. M y over-riding concern w a s to be able to
present the women's stories as honestly and as clearly as possible so
that, even w h e n translated into written accounts, their words retained their
original integrity2.

In summary, Margery Franklin (1997) refers to the effectiveness of
combining the three components of the methodological approach
described here. Open-ended and collaborative interviews provide a
context in which life stories can be told, yielding a rich fund of material that
is appropriate for the kinds of narrative analysis that have been discussed.
Interpreting this material can be undertaken by integrating a number of
methods of analysis. A n analysis of primary and secondary narrative
representations, as well as underlying narratives, can be carried out in
combination with an analysis of content, process and structure. These
approaches to interviewing and to analysis are readily combined within the
comparative case study method. This overarching method provides a
sound framework for approaches to interviewing and analysis that are
concerned with privileging individual voices so that they remain distinct,
whilst recognising points of convergence that emerge a m o n g a variety of
perspectives.

2

In a few cases, the s a m e words have been used in different places within the thesis
because I regarded them as having significance in different ways.
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A n understanding of the dilemmas of feminist research as they
have been presented in Chapter Three is no insurance against their
influence in practice. The problems associated with the notions of Other
and Othering that were discussed then do not simply disappear because
one has been forewarned. Nevertheless, it is possible to use this
knowledge as a check against what takes place at various points during
the research process and, for this research project, these understandings
have been invaluable. W h a t has proved more difficult, however, is defining
and maintaining the boundaries that exist for m y own role as a researcher.
Throughout this project my concern has been to assess the
effectiveness of a particular model with mature-age female students. The
w o m e n with w h o m I collaborated were encouraged to tell stories of their
lives that could be translated into the construction of intellectual profiles.
However, in the process of providing this information they told stories of a
very personal nature and, because of the feminist principles on which this
particular research is based, they were challenged to reappraise their
values and beliefs about themselves and others. In response to them as
individuals, however, I found myself at various times operating as a
researcher, as a counsellor and as a teacher. In addition, in each of these
capacities I w a s constantly looking for the parameters that would define
the limits of m y interactions with them, yet the very practical nature of
these interactions meant that m y position within them could not be fixed or
defined by these boundaries. Instead, it appeared to m e that the
parameters that identify these different roles represent imaginary lines that
are, of necessity, flexible rather than fixed. The paradox of this argument,
however, is that the knowledge and influence that is exerted through each
of these roles has real rather than imaginary consequences for the "other"
w h o is involved. The dilemma, as I see it, is both an ethical and moral one
that is not easily resolved.
As Arthur Frank (1995) and many others have observed, telling
one's story is often regarded as a therapeutic experience. W h e n w e tell
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those stories b e c o m e a "medium of being" for ourselves (Schafer, 1981, in
Frank, 1995). Traditionally, researchers have been obliged to preserve
boundaries that distance them from the participants in their projects.
However, with an understanding of the significance that another's story
has for them, w e need to consider, as researchers, how w e can respond
in an appropriately sensitive manner to the stories w e hear.
Ann Oakley (1981) has negotiated this question in her own
research that looked at the transition w o m e n experience as they become
mothers. She notes that w h e n faced with w o m e n w h o asked urgent
questions about aspects of pregnancy, childbirth and infant care, it w a s
not possible to retain this distance. Instead, she found it necessary to
respond to the women's questions by providing information or suggestions
about h o w this material could be obtained. She m a d e the following
observation:
I w a s faced, typically, with a w o m a n w h o w a s quite
anxious about the fate of herself and her baby...who saw
m e as s o m e o n e w h o could not only reassure but inform. I
felt that I w a s asking a great deal from these women...and
all this in the interests of 'science' or for s o m e book that
might possibly materialize out of the research (Oakley,
1981, p. 44).
By responding to the women's questions, it can be argued that rather than
introducing issues related to "influence" or "bias", she w a s able to
establish relationships involving trust and reciprocity (Franklin, 1997).
Rather than silence or a withholding of information, then, her responses
could facilitate an openness that would not otherwise have been possible.

I found myself in similar situations in a number of my interactions
with the w o m e n . In one of our earlier interviews, for example, Trish
explained to m e the circumstances under which her fourteen-year-old
nephew had recently committed suicide. Although close to her sisters and
parents, she had found it difficult to talk to them about both his life and his
death. A s a relative stranger, I b e c a m e s o m e o n e w h o could listen and
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not therapy. M y background in counselling informed m y responses but, as
a researcher, I w a s also aware that what I w a s hearing had enormous
implications in terms of M.I. theory and the construction of Trish's profile.
Needless to say, during this interview m y role as a researcher took a
"back seat" and m y training as a counsellor c a m e into play. Nevertheless,
at a later stage in the research I w a s able to draw on aspects of Trish's
disclosure w h e n collaborating with her on the construction of her profile.
Importantly, however, the exchange that had taken place between us
during that earlier interview helped to establish feelings of trust and
reciprocity. This appeared to facilitate an openness that Trish later
mentioned she only rarely shared with others.
Whilst the roles of researcher and counsellor were blurred in this
instance, at other times I found myself assuming the role of a teacher.
Since m u c h of m y time is spent within this role and considering that all of
the w o m e n with w h o m I worked were students, this is perhaps not entirely
surprising. During interviews with Denise, for example, her lack of voice, in
every meaning of the term, had been notable since our first interview and
was a topic that w e had returned to frequently during our discussions. She
had also explained the problems she typically encountered with the written
word w h e n attempting to put her thoughts on paper. Faced with an essay
task as part of her course work, Denise presented the question that had
been set for her class.

She w a s required to discuss an issue of

importance for w o m e n but w a s at a loss to know how to respond.

As a teacher, I was concerned that the area she chose for
discussion should have meaning for her because it would then sustain her
interest during the reading and writing stages of the assignment. I
suggested the topic of "Voice" and briefly outlined the manner in which it is
seen as having relevance for w o m e n . I w a s also able to suggest s o m e
texts that could be accessed for reference and I gave her a brief overview
of what I consider a generic approach to essay construction. Again, the
boundaries between m y role as a researcher and, in this case, a teacher
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that Denise's experience of reading and writing for this topic might also be
therapeutic. Using the written word to interpret ideas about voice, silence
and a sense of agency could be a powerful experience for her. The
outcome w a s interesting in whichever role I positioned myself because the
successful essay Denise produced had a variety of benefits for her. For
m y part as a teacher, it w a s rewarding to see h o w m y intervention had
supported her in the production of an essay with sound content, argument
and structure. A s a counsellor, the information that Denise had accessed
led her to look very closely at herself and to develop insights that were
positive. From the perspective of m y research, Denise expressed ideas
that were directly related to her essay during subsequent interviews and,
together, w e could draw on her experience of the situation as w e engaged
in reconstructing her intellectual profile.
The notion that we engage in a multiplicity of roles is not new but it
serves to highlight the issues involved in the dilemma of boundaries that a
researcher m a y face. A s a researcher, I also operate variously as a
teacher, counsellor, mother, wife, student, daughter, sister and friend and,
no doubt, in other capacities as well. At times, I find it relatively easy to
construct boundaries between these roles. However, regardless of the
situation in which Ifindmyself, I take all of these aspects of m y experience
with m e . Nevertheless, an awareness of ethical issues leads m e to tread
gently in regard to the lines I have constructed, tempering the expression I
give to the experiences on which I draw. For example, the understandings
I have gained as a mother of adolescents have often helped m e in m y
teaching role (and vice versa). However, whilst ensuring that I operate
within the ethical boundaries of a teacher, I a m aware of the moral
relationship I share with m y students and can respond sensitively to them
because of m y other experiences. The s a m e is true for m y role as a
researcher. Boundaries do exist but I find myself constantly negotiating
the position I adopt within the relationships that develop through m y
research. The following chapters, which present the stories of the w o m e n
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witness to the manner in which these relationships have developed.
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Chapter 6

THE WOMEN'S STORIES:
PORTRAITS AND PROFILES

The personal narratives and the M.I. profiles of each of the six
w o m e n w h o took part in this research project are presented in this
chapter. A chronological account of each life has been constructed by
drawing on the personal stories that have been shared during our
interviews. Copies of the original intellectual profiles that each w o m a n
created are also included and, whilst these are a product of our
collaborative efforts, thefinalword in regard to the shape of each profile
belonged to the individual w o m a n involved.
The order in which these six stories are presented is based on the
sequence in which the initial interviews with each w o m a n took place. This
sequence rested solely on the opportunities that were available for
individual meetings to be arranged. Later interviews did not follow this
particular sequence and were arranged to fit in with individual timetables.
Whilst the general approach that I took to the interviews consisted
of c o m m o n elements, the experience of earlier interviews m a y have
influenced those conducted at later points. A n increased confidence on
m y part, as well as a greater familiarity with the nature of the interview
process, perhaps accounts for s o m e of the variations that m a y be
manifested in the women's stories and the manner of their telling.
Nevertheless, as I drew on m y notes and listened to the recorded voices
of the w o m e n when constructing their portraits, it occurred to m e that the
particular relationship I had shared with each w o m a n was a significant
factor in the interviews. W e each bring a myriad of experiences to our
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with them and this must be acknowledged as a factor that contributes to
the overall outcome of any research process.

The names I have given to the women are pseudonyms, although
each has resonance in particular ways with the real n a m e of the w o m a n
involved. This precaution w a s taken to protect the anonymity of each
w o m a n . Whilst the final portraits were not presented to the w o m e n , m y
goal in this chapter has been to construct each portrait so that the
particular w o m a n involved would be able to identify her own story if it w a s
presented to her.

During the interview process, I was able to piece together aspects
of individual stories and summarise these into m y understanding of each
woman's life story. Discussing m y interpretation of her life with each
w o m a n allowed misunderstandings to be corrected and often led to the
provision of further details, resulting in the formulation of a more
comprehensive overview. In addition, as information accumulated, it
b e c a m e possible for both of us to analyse the patterns of relative
strengths and weaknesses that gradually evolved across the profiles. This
process has encouraged each w o m a n to gain increasingly critical
understandings of herself and her abilities that are reflected through both
her story and her profiles.
As a researcher, I am also concerned with my responsibility to
present the information that I have gathered in a manner that has
coherence for the reader. I regard this goal as compatible with, rather than
competing against, the goal of relaying each woman's story as she
presented it. The portrait of each w o m a n that I have drawn in this chapter,
then, is a product of these two goals and has been constructed with them
in mind.
As part of an initial introduction to each woman I include my
observations about her, followed by her life story as I understand it.
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I have also been acutely aware of the elements associated with "representing" another that were mentioned earlier. A s Sherna Gluck and
Daphne Patai (1991) have cautioned, through re-telling, or putting into
written form another's story, a shift in control inevitably occurs. M y
concern has been to honour the telling of each story, as well as the
manner in which the profiles were constructed, so that the voice of each
participant can be distinguished from m y own. Consequently, the words of
the w o m e n are frequently cited, sometimes at length, in order to present
accounts that retain their authenticity.
To share the life story of another, as I have with each of these
women, is an enormous privilege and demonstrates a marked generosity
of spirit on their parts. Part of the debt I feel toward them involves
respecting the integrity of their stories and m y intent has been to honour
this debt through providing as full a picture as possible of each w o m a n .
Carla
Carla is a student at a school offering post-secondary education to
mature-age students and is enrolled in a course that focuses on the
development of literacy skills as a preparation for later employment. She is
40 years old, married and has four children aged from 7 to 18 years. Carla
always chose a quiet room in the library of her school for our interviews. It
was peaceful and private, with comfortable seating and a more intimate
atmosphere than the classrooms or canteen. This calm backdrop,
however, provided a marked contrast to her animated gestures and the
rapid, accented pattern of her speech.
Less than average in height and slight of body, Carla generally
walks as if in a rush. Even when seated, her eyes are seldom at rest,
whilst her speech is accompanied by frequent hand gestures and dramatic
facial expressions. W h e n recounting an anecdote of a private nature,
perhaps an aspect of her relationship with her husband, Carla would lean
forward in a conspiratorial manner, holding m y arm to share a joke or to
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when listening to a question or, as she often did, taking time to formulate a
reply. A s her story unfolded, it became apparent that it w a s of particular
importance for her to understand what I had said and for her to explain her
ideas clearly.

Her accent betrays her European origin and, on the few occasions
that I heard her speaking in Spanish, she spoke at the s a m e fast pace that
she used for English. Her voice has a dramatic quality and she has
adopted a slightly questioning tone towards the end of each sentence, a
feature of Australian speech. The flow of Carla's speech is frequently
interrupted by phrases such as "However you say it", "What's the word?"
or "Oh, can't get the word out", signaling a frustration with her ability to
express herself clearly. In addition, she often combines words or phrases
in unconventional although meaningful ways, again indicative of one w h o
has English as a second language. For example, when referring to her
poor literacy skills, a feature of her life story that has particular
significance, she commented that "I'm not very well in my reading and
writing".

From the earliest days Australia's immigration program has been
one of the largest of its kind in the world, with people of European descent
constituting an overwhelming

proportion of the current population

(Sargent, 1994). Carla's family migrated from Spain to Australia in 1965
and, like m a n y other families w h o arrived during that period, they
established themselves close to an industrial area that provided an
income, housing and education for their two children. Carla w a s about 5
years old and, although proficient in Spanish, had had no opportunities for
developing skills in English. S h e was quickly enrolled in a small Catholic
primary school close to her new h o m e and, whilst she enjoyed the
company of her school friends, she believed that her teachers c a m e to
regard her as "stupid" and "dumb". She attributes this labeling by others as
a reflection of her relative lack of ability to develop written skills in English.
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of the classroom

reserved

for children

who

performed

poorly

academically, prompted them to move her to the local State primary
school. She enjoyed her years there, as well as those at the local high
school and, although she m a d e s o m e progress with written English, her
academic record remained poor. Carla acknowledges the love, support
and encouragement given by her parents but still questions their
acceptance of the school's low assessment of her intellectual and
academic competence: "I thought it was just me, there was something
wrong with me. I deserved to be in that corner, in that silly desk...I wasn't
capable of learning. But now I know that's not true". It is only in recent
years, and partly through the experience of watching her o w n children
develop, that Carla has been able to acknowledge her o w n intellectual
ability.

After leaving school at 15 years of age, the minimum age for school
leavers, Carla found work in a local clothing factory and remained there
until she married and gave birth to the first of her four children. Her
husband is also Spanish with a similar family background to her o w n and
they both continue to speak their first language to one another, as well as
with their extended family. Their own children understand Spanish but are
not fluent speakers, however their English skills are well developed. The
four children have been encouraged to achieve academically, with money
drawn from a tight budget to pay the fees for local Catholic high schools
and for extra-curricular tutoring for the two boys in both Mathematics and
English. This has resulted from Carla's concern that her children should
not suffer at school as she did and also from a belief that "good marks''will
lead to stable employment in the future, a necessity for boys according to
Carla.
During the years at home caring for her growing family, Carla
enjoyed various hobbies. Although speaking lovingly of her children and
particular aspects of their development as individuals, she acknowledges
a continuing desire to pursue interests outside the h o m e for her o w n sake:
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Carla also mentioned feelings of depression and of frustration during the
years w h e n her children were young. During this time she felt a marked
sense of isolation and of little control over the course of her life. S h e
continues to experience episodes of tearfulness that have been described
as "anxiety attacks" by her doctor. Typically, she wakes during the night to
physical sensations such as tightness in the chest, sweating and stomach
cramps, whilst experiencing overwhelming fear. Her fears often appear to
centre on her dependency on her husband and the consequences for her
if something should happen to him. Talking about her feelings as she cried
during one interview, Carla said, "I want to support myself...I don't want
handouts.. .1 want to be in control and feel peace of mind for myself. Carla
sees her husband as supportive of her efforts to improve her skills but, like
her parents, he appears to accept the schooling system's judgement of
her poor intellectual ability.

Part of the reason for Carla's enrolment in her current course is that
she hopes to gain the necessary literacy skills for undertaking study that
will lead to paid work. In addition, she also believes that she needs to
develop these skills to legitimize herself in the eyes of others. A s she sees
it, she is "fixing" herself:
That's why I'm doing this course and doing it over...I'm
fixing myself and trying to get out there and be strong and
saying, 'No, I don't understand that and there's got to be a
reason, so tell me how'.
As an adult, Carla is able to express her frustration when confronted with
tasks that are difficult, whilst recognising that it is possible to learn the
skills necessary for resolving them. S h e has attended similar courses at
other educational institutions over the past few years but has been
dissatisfied with them. In each case, she felt that her own capacity had
been underestimated by her teachers and that the level of expertise
demanded by the work with which she w a s presented w a s below her level
of competence.
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within her that, if developed, would allow her to help others, perhaps
w o m e n in similar situations. The following statement reflects this notion:
Once I can get a suitable job I can get a hold of me...I
want to help others, mainly women, because they get
stuck in a spot where they can't move on...but women,
mothers, call out for a helping hand.. .maybe help them out
in finding their way...understanding their frustrations...!
can help them find the right direction.
In addition to resolving s o m e of her own problems, she sees that working
with migrant w o m e n , in particular, m a y provide a way in which she can
help others w h o have experienced a similar lack of control in their lives.
Carla's Profile
Carla's initial profile (Figure 3) is presented below. S h e recognised
her strengths as residing in the Bodily-Kinaesthetic and Intrapersonal
domains, with Musical and

Interpersonal intelligences as relative

strengths. Her areas of relative weakness were viewed as Linguistic and
Logical-Mathematical intelligences, with Spatial and Naturalist at the
lowest points on the profile.
Despite expressing a lack of confidence in her ability to understand
the concept of M.I., Carla w a s quite definite about the reasons for her
particular choices in the initial profile that was constructed. Her
involvement in, and enjoyment of, aerobics and dance supported BodilyKinaesthetic as an area of strength. Intrapersonal intelligence w a s
identified as equally strong, with Carla recognising her ability to "try so
hard" as the motivating force behind her continuing quest for an education
that would allow her to work in an area of her choice.

Carla regarded Musical intelligence as being relatively strong,
saying that she has always loved listening to all kinds of music and that
she also enjoys playing the guitar and singing. Interpersonal intelligence
w a s viewed as a relative strength, although Carla w a s concerned that
what she regards as her poor language skills might impede her ability to
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Figure 3. Carla - Initial Profile (constructed during 2
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-105communicate effectively with others. Nevertheless, she recognised her
capacity for empathy and her ability to "get along" with others both within
and outside her o w n family as an area of expertise, although one that she
would like to improve.

Linguistic intelligence was an aspect of the profile that attracted a
lot of discussion, both in the construction of this profile as well as during all
interviews. Carla continually referred to her ability with language, both in
relation to her experiences at school and in the years since then. Her
concern w a s specifically with other people's judgements of her as lacking
in intelligence on the basis of her use of English. The following c o m m e n t
reflects her feelings about her facility with language: "If I'm not nervous I'm
pretty good at speaking.. .but I have problems in understanding when it
comes

to hard things". The Logical-Mathematical domain also drew

comments about poor results at school, however she recognised her
ability to m a n a g e a budget as a definite skill that had developed over the
years of raising a family.
Spatial intelligence was a difficult concept for Carla to grasp initially,
although she commented that she could m a n a g e putting together a dress
pattern but had no sense of directions and could not read a map. This w a s
the basis for her initial judgement of Spatial intelligence as an area of
weakness. Her lack of proficiency with language and a poor m e m o r y for
the n a m e s of plants were cited as reasons for nominating the Naturalist
domain as a weakness.
In the fourth and final interview with Carla, a second profile (Figure
4) w a s produced. In s o m e ways it w a s similar to the first, but important
differences were also evident. Bodily-Kinaesthetic and Intrapersonal
intelligences continued to be perceived as leading strengths for the s a m e
reasons that had been given initially. In the latter case, however, there
w a s more discussion about her persistence in pursuing educational goals
as a contributing factor to her ability in this area. Musical and Interpersonal
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Figure 4. Carla - Final Profile (constructed during 4 tn interview)
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-107intelligences followed these more closely than in the first profile, with the
increase in the Interpersonal domain corresponding to an apparent
increase in overall confidence. Rather than being limited as before by her
perceived poor language skills, this area w a s regarded as much stronger.
Carla reflected on a recent occurrence in this regard: "/ can relate to all
people...Solicitors used to scare the daylights out of me but now... I had to
deal with one recently and he was okay...I'm getting better with people out
there".

Interestingly, and perhaps reflecting the sentiments of this
statement, Carla raised Linguistic intelligence to the s a m e level of strength
as the Musical and Interpersonal domains. A broader understanding of the
concept of multiple intelligences, as well as a growing confidence in
herself, s e e m e d to account for this. Carla commented that she had c o m e
to understand that her ability with language w a s not restricted simply to
English. In her case, she speaks Spanish fluently, often acting as a
translator for her parents and their friends w h e n they are required to take
part in interviews of a formal nature. In addition, she

speaks

conversational French and, as with Spanish, translates the written word
into English at an acceptable level. Carla also c a m e to see that with her
current opportunities for study, her own skills in the English language were
steadily improving.
Logical-Mathematical intelligence was also raised in terms of its
strength, with recognition that Carla's practical or day-to-day maths w a s
very good. Rather than relying on past academic records of achievement,
Carla c a m e to value the skills she had developed over the years
managing the family's modest income. Her money-management skills
meant that from one w a g e she had met the d e m a n d s of a mortgage and
all household bills, as well as supporting the various interests of each of
her four children. Finally, an increase w a s also seen in regard to Spatial
and Naturalist intelligences, with Carla recognising again the practical
nature of the expertise she had developed in these areas whilst being
involved in activities in and around the h o m e for m a n y years.
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exclusively on discussions about the Linguistic, Interpersonal and
Intrapersonal intelligences. S h e regarded an improved facility with oral
and written language as the key for development in all other areas, as well
as providing a more positive basis for overall judgements of her ability by
others. Expertise in Interpersonal intelligence she viewed as resting on an
improvement in communication skills, again with the focus on language,
whilst Intrapersonal intelligence w a s viewed as the motivating force or the
"inner self" that continues to drive her forward. In m a n y ways, this belief in
herself appeared to have been Carla's mainstay, providing the motivation
for her to continue improving her language skills so that she could pursue
her dream of working in a capacity that would allow her to contribute to the
well-being of other w o m e n .
Trish
Trish and Carla both attended the s a m e school but were enrolled
within quite different programs of study. Trish w a s undertaking subjects as
a mature-age student within a Higher School Certificate (HSC) program.
This program covers the final two years of non-compulsory schooling for
younger students w h o have had no interruption to their education but a
small number of schools also cater for older students such as Trish.
I always met Trish in the canteen of the school in which she was
enrolled as a student. W e sat with our backs to the clamour of noisy
students and a busy kitchen, enjoying a panoramic view of the sea and
refilling our cups of tea frequently. W h e n w e first met, it seemed that Trish
was prepared to reveal very little of herself. However, as our interviews
progressed she increasingly explored aspects of her own experience that
previously she had either regarded as extremely private or that she had
not acknowledged before, even to herself. Trish is 35 years old, has been
married once and has three children, aged from 8 to 15 years. She and
the children have lived apart from her ex-husband for the past two years
and it w a s during this period of time that Trish had m a d e the decision to
return to study.
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deliberately in an unhurried manner and, when seated, rests back in the
chair with her hands gently folded in her lap. As she listens to a question
or statement, gathering her thoughts in reply, she tends to lower her head,
yet she maintains eye contact by looking up from beneath her eyebrows.
Her voice is soft and deep, but with a rich undercurrent that surfaces when
she speaks of something that has particular meaning or energy for her.
She is extremely articulate, making points and recounting details very
effectively in a few words. W h e n amused, Trish tosses her head back and
laughs openly but w h e n angry, she compresses her lips tightly in between
words and phrases, and her eyes acquire a steely glint.
Trish is one of six children in a family who migrated to Australia
from Great Britain in the 1960s. She w a s a toddler when they arrived and
has only vague memories of living in a migrant hostel close to where she
now has her home. S h e describes her family as "close-knit", with her
mother as the "matriarch" and her father as a "peace-maker", a role she
also assigns to herself. Her mother has always worked and, as children
growing up, Trish and her siblings had to operate as a team, with each
child fulfilling the tasks necessary for running a home. She observed that
the size of the family, as well as the fact that they had no relations in this
country, contributed to their dependence on one another. Although she
has always had close friends, her family's needs take precedence, being
relegated to second place only where her o w n children are involved. Even
here, she relies on her family for practical and moral support, much as her
sisters do.
Trish attended local primary and high schools close to her family
h o m e and achieved well academically, although she remembers enjoying
the social life of school more than the study itself. She never felt
intimidated by the challenges of schoolwork, but simply accepted that she
could do whatever the teachers asked of her. Nevertheless, she was
pleased to leave school at the age of 15 and quickly found work in a local
clothing factory. There w a s no question of her continuing at school, since
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they were old enough. Although she regarded work in the factory as
monotonous, she enjoyed the company of her friends and the degree of
independence that a pay packet brought.
Trish continued working until she was 20 years old, when she
married and had her first child. She enjoyed being at h o m e with all three
of her children when they were young and, initially at least, considered
herself lucky that she did not have to continue working as her o w n mother
had. During her married life, Trish m a d e most of the decisions regarding
the running of the h o m e and rearing the children, although she w a s
completely dependent on her husband in m a n y ways. His w a s the only
income and, as she did not drive, she relied on him for taking her
shopping and for visiting her parents or friends. In addition, an extreme
lack of self-confidence meant that she felt overwhelmed by having to talk
to strangers and, consequently, she avoided catching buses or taxis since
both required her to speak to people she did not know.
Trish observed that the relationship she had with her husband
looked "comfortable", at least on the surface. There w a s no question of
physical aggression but she n o w considered her husband's treatment of
her as demeaning and as a contributory factor to her lack of selfconfidence. She mentioned that on many occasions she would give her
husband the correct amount of money to pay a bill, but that he would use
it for gambling. W h e n a further "notice to pay" arrived, Trish would confront
her husband, w h o usually insisted that he had paid the bill. Although it
would remain unspoken, they would both understand that he w a s lying
and money would be set aside again to m a k e the required payment. She
observed that her increasing resentment of the nature of their relationship,
particularly of her compliant role within it, w a s a prime factor in her
husband seeking a relationship with another w o m a n . Although she
sometimes referred to her h o m e as her "castle" w h e n speaking of her
children, she described the relationship with her husband as "this
comfortable, boring, safe little life that I could no longer live in anymore".
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another w o m a n and intended leaving home, Trish described herself as
"devastated". To her o w n surprise, however, she very quickly found that
she could cope effectively. In fact, she views the separation as the
greatest learning experience she has had so far:
When he left, I discovered that I can do things... When I
thought 7 can't do this, I can't do that', I had to change to 7
have to do this, I will do this, I can do this'...that was the
big learning curve for me. I had to get out in the world and
I had to become myself.
After an initial brief period of anger and sadness, Trish claimed the family
h o m e as her o w n by painting all of the rooms in a colour of her choice.
She realised that in order to support her children adequately she would
have to learn to drive and also find a job. Her family pooled their resources
and bought her a car and her father gave her the driving lessons that her
husband had effectively thwarted m a n y years earlier in their marriage. The
overwhelming lack of self-confidence that had gradually accumulated over
the course of her married life is steadily being reduced as Trish continues
to confront old fears.
Trish presented herself as a mature-age student at the school she
now attends with the aim of obtaining her Higher School Certificate. Her
long-term goal w a s to either find work in a shop or to take a short course
at a T A F E college that would lead to "a job of some kind". However, she
has found the challenges of academic work rewarding and is now, albeit
cautiously, contemplating applying for university entrance at the end of her
current course. Her class marks are excellent and her teachers regard her
as an outstanding student. Slowly, she is acknowledging her own
competence, despite her ex-husband's continuing attempts to undermine
her confidence by referring to the institution as the "school for clowns".
She sees herself as "moving on" in life in a w a y that would have been
impossible had she remained married.

-112Trish's Profile
In the construction of her initial profile (Figure 5), Trish used her
recent academic performance at school as the basis for a number of the
decisions she m a d e in regard to her areas of strength and weakness.
Intrapersonal intelligence w a s viewed as a leading strength, with
Linguistic, Logical-Mathematical, Interpersonal and Naturalist as domains
of relative strength. The areas of relative weakness she judged as Spatial
and Bodily-Kinaesthetic, whilst Musical occupied the lowest point on the
profile.

The area of Intrapersonal intelligence became a focus for many of
our interviews. Trish considered herself to be "a bit of a fringe-dweller, on
the outside...I think I have that tendency to view myself harshly, but I
know I do that. I'm not totally confident". In a revealing c o m m e n t about her
capacity for introspection, she m a d e the following observation:
/ actually think I'm good at this...I would never shoot for
the stars, only because I know I can't reach that far. But I
know that if I push myself I can go further than I am, sort
of thing.,.1 can set appropriate goals. Forme, it's one step
at a time.
This reflects Trish's attitude towards her personal life as well as her goals
as a student. In addition, it demonstrates the insight she has into herself
and her ability and motivation to set and pursue goals that can be
achieved.
Trish saw Linguistic intelligence as an area of strength in relation to
written language skills and she w a s able to base this assessment quite
clearly on her academic progress as a student. S h e regarded her oral
skills as m u c h weaker, however, commenting that she had always avoided
public speaking because she did not like to be the centre of attention at
all. W h e n I challenged her on the basis of her recent oral e x a m s in
Ancient History, she acknowledged the outstanding marks she had
received but w a s not certain that they were entirely justified. In a similar
manner, w h e n I pointed out that during her discussions with m e I had
been impressed by her ability to articulate her thoughts and feelings
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Figure 5. Trish - Initial Profile (constructed during 2nnda interview)
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-114so effectively, she w a s again surprised. S h e pointed out later in the
interview that her inability to assess her o w n attributes perhaps resulted
from the manner in which her generation had been reared: "I'm not a good
judge of myself. You're taught not to 'big note' yourself, to be humble".

The area of Interpersonal intelligence was one that Trish enjoyed
exploring. Although regarding herself as a "fringe-dweller", she takes
pleasure in the relationships she shares with her children, m e m b e r s of her
family and close friends. Initially, at least, she questioned her ability in this
area because of her o w n lack of confidence with strangers. S h e also
acknowledged that even within her o w n family she has always been more
inclined to "sit back and watch" rather than becoming involved in
arguments or conflict of any kind. S h e observed, however, that the
increase in confidence she has experienced since her husband left has
been demonstrated by the nature of her interactions with her older sister.
Rather than allowing herself to be "taken for granted" she has been
prepared to confront her sister "as an equal" and has found herself to be
treated accordingly.
Trish's assessment of Logical-Mathematical and Naturalist
intelligences as areas of relative strength were based entirely on her
current academic performance as a student. In relation to mathematical
skills, she remembered herself as performing poorly at school because
she w a s unable to grasp s o m e of the more abstract concepts. By contrast,
her current work has shown her that she can perform at a high level,
particularly w h e n problems are couched in the more practical terms of
daily life. In a similar manner, Trish n o w enjoys Biology and has received
high marks for all her class work. S h e particularly enjoys the practical
application of this subject to the world around her.
Trish regards the areas of Spatial and Bodily-Kinaesthetic
intelligence as relative weaknesses. In regard to the Spatial domain,
although she can negotiate using a m a p and enjoys puzzles, Trish placed
a low value on these skills and displayed little confidence and interest in
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the Bodily-Kinaesthetic domain, saying that she never dances or exercises
and has no interest in these activities at all. She views her skills as poor
and could think of no reason in the future for developing any abilities in
this area. In a similar manner, Trish regarded Musical intelligence as the
area in which she has least strength. She enjoys music as a background
activity but has no inclination to pursue any skills in this domain.
In our fifth and final interview, Trish constructed a second profile
(Figure 6). She had a m u c h greater understanding of the intelligences by
this stage than w h e n completing the first profile and mentioned the initial
difficulty she experienced w h e n constructing a scale that is not based on
comparison with others. S h e pointed out that, at least in class work,
ranking oneself on a competitive basis can be useful because it can give
you a sense of where you stand in relation to others and that, if confident,
this can act to "spur you on". Her remarks were also couched within the
understanding that the intelligences encompass areas beyond the
classroom and that it is possible to value expertise that has been
developed through life experiences.
Although a similar pattern was obvious between the two profiles,
there were also areas of difference. Linguistic intelligence, for instance,
w a s now located as a leading strength with Intrapersonal intelligence.
Trish attributed the increase partly to her marks on s o m e recent class
tests. She also discussed the w a y she had c o m e to understand the power
of her o w n voice. She acknowledged that, although her voice is quiet, it is
possible to c o m m a n d attention by the w a y she w a y she uses words. She
mentioned, for example, an altercation on the telephone with her
husband's "new wife", in which the other w o m a n b e c a m e extremely angry.
Trish's friend w a s eavesdropping on this exchange and commented later
that Trish had not appeared to lose her temper as she did not raise her
voice or swear. Trish remarked that "I don't swear, don't raise my voice if I
get angry. I just get very quick with my language".
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Figure 6. Trish - Final Profile (constructed during 5th interview)
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-117Logical-Mathematical, Interpersonal and Naturalist intelligences
were again perceived as relative strengths but had moved slightly
upwards in the overall profile. However, whilst the Naturalist intelligence
w a s placed a whole square above where it had been initially, the LogicalMathematical and Interpersonal domains had moved upwards by only half
a square. In regard to Interpersonal intelligence, m u c h time had been
spent in discussion during our interviews on opportunities for gaining
further skills and Trish w a s of the opinion that, with more time and
experience outside the home, this w a s an area for increased potential.
Spatial and Bodily-Kinaesthetic intelligences remained as relatively
weaker areas and Musical intelligence w a s again placed at the lowest
point on the profile. In regard to the last three domains, Trish continued to
express little motivation for, or interest in, these areas.
Discussions of Trish's future were always tempered by a cautious
optimism. W h e n looking at her strengths in the Intrapersonal and
Linguistic domains, she commented that these could not be rated "at the
top of the columns because they can both stand improvement". This w a s
the s a m e argument used for the location of all of the other intelligences.
For Trish, the domain of Intrapersonal intelligence remained the key to
fulfilling her potential. It w a s through the ability to know herself, her
strengths and limitations, as well as her motivation to go forward, that she
saw the most important driving force in terms of success, both academic
and personal. In addition, the Linguistic and Interpersonal domains rested
to an extent on her ability in the Intrapersonal domain as well, although
she also s a w that through interaction with other people, these two areas
could be increased in strength.
Denise
Denise treads lightly as she walks and, w h e n seated, she remains
almost immobile except for the dexterous movements of her fingers as
they constantly fold and unfold tiny pieces of paper. Her face and body are
impassive, giving little in the w a y of clues to her thoughts and feelings. Her
speech is hesitant and often punctuated by prolonged periods of silence,

-118yet she is articulate despite the sparseness of her words. W h e n she
speaks, her voice is a barely audible monotone but her laughter, although
fleeting, is deep and genuine. She dresses conservatively, wearing
clothes that are neat and comfortable. Her appearance, movements and
speech appear to be carefully measured, attracting little attention and,
thereby, rendering her almost invisible.

Denise was enrolled in a short course of six months designed to
provide basic skills for w o m e n returning to work w h e n I met her. Interviews
with her were always held after hours, in the cheerful classroom that w a s
used as a base for her course. Jeannie, another m e m b e r of the class
whose story is also presented in the following pages, joined us for s o m e of
these interviews. Often, however, regardless of whether or not Jeannie
had been present, it w a s during the time after our official interviews, as w e
walked to the car park, that Denise would reveal s o m e of the more
personal details of her life.

Denise is 50 years old and has been divorced for nine years. She
has four children w h o range in age from 16 to 29 years. The two younger
children, both teenagers, live with her in a flat she rents whilst the two
older children are both married and live nearby. She has intermittent and
relatively friendly contact with her ex-husband as they occasionally join
forces to deal with issues relating to their family.
Denise was born in the same area in which she now lives. She was
the third child in the family, with two older brothers aged 17 and 20 years
at the time of her birth. S h e referred to her early years only occasionally
but always in the s a m e terms: "It wasn't a good household to be brought
up in". Her parents were very quiet, rarely speaking to one another or to
the children and her father gambled, keeping the family poor. Her brothers
worked only sporadically and often returned h o m e drunk at the end of the
day. Her mother used punitive measures to discipline her when she was
young, sometimes locking her out of the house without a meal when it was
dark. In reference to her quiet nature Denise commented that, when she

-119was growing up, "if you did shine a little bit, you always got put down
anyway", and so she learned quickly not to draw attention to herself.
Denise was also quiet at school and, although she enjoyed art and
received encouragement from her teacher in high school, she w a s able to
do little outside the classroom to develop her skills. She left school as
soon as possible at 15 years of age and found a job in a local hardware
and furniture shop. Her competence in the clerical side of this job led to
work in the shop's office and she remained there until she w a s 20 years
old, leaving to marry and have her first child.
Denise married her first and only boyfriend, who was also an
employee of the shop in which she worked. Initially, at least, she was
happy to stay at h o m e to look after her children and she tried to provide
them with the kinds of childhood experiences that she had missed. Her
husband supported her efforts and w a s also involved in the activities of
thefirsttwo children. With the third and fourth children, however, w h o
were born after a gap of seven years, he began spending more time away
from h o m e because of his work and he w a s less inclined to be involved
with the family during the time he did spend at home.
Although Denise suspected that her husband was suffering from
depression in the later years of their marriage, she found it impossible to
talk to him about it. She w a s also extremely unhappy during the six years
before their marriage ended, describing herself as "feeling like there was a
bomb inside me and I just wanted to explode and I walked around wishing
I was dead". W h e n she eventually left with the two younger children, the
separation w a s amicable, the house w a s sold and the small profit was
shared equally. Her husband has recently announced his intention to
remarry and, with the children becoming older, Denise admits to feeling
lonely. Speaking of her husband's imminent marriage, she said, "I'd like it
to be me getting married to someone

else...[laughs]...That's what it's like

when you're divorced. It's not like when someone

dies...in the end it's

different'. She added that, when changes in her life occur such as her

-120husband's impending marriage, her way of coping is to m o v e the furniture
around. That w a s exactly what she did when she learned recently of her
husband's forthcoming marriage: "/ changed my bedroom around'.. .that's
what I do if anything happens. I change things...it's just an outlet...my bed
was facing the door and that's the 'coffin' position they say...[laughs]".
Moving the furniture within her own room is perhaps one of the few means
Denise has of exerting s o m e control over the changes that occur within
her life.

Since the time she first left her husband, Denise has taken a
number of different courses, hoping to "improve" herself in different ways.
The m o n e y she gained from the sale of the house was used to finance a
series of art classes and the materials required for them. She thoroughly
enjoyed these classes and felt that her skills improved but she has not
been able to afford to continue them. She also took s o m e private elocution
lessons, hoping to improve the quality of her voice, "'cause my speech is
all flat'. In addition, she completed a course in self-awareness and
assertiveness training, although she commented that "I'm no good at that
either". Other short courses have also been aimed at improving her
speech because, as she observed on a number of occasions, "I'd just love
to be able to speak nicely and have something to say that people would
be interested in...just the confidence and everything". She recognises the
importance of voice as more than just its quality or timbre, but also the
content of the words:
/ have got exercises. I need to do them, get more
confident. I need to make my voice stronger...! suppose if
you did the exercises it would be like singing scales...just
the confidence to speak up with people...you still have to
have things to say. It's not just, you know...you have to be
heard.
Denise's initial enrolment as a mature-age student w a s to satisfy
requirements for the Social Services benefit that she receives. Although
she did not enjoy the course atfirst,she was gradually drawn into the
circle of friendship created by the other w o m e n in the group. Her
involvement in class discussions has been limited but, on a more personal

-121level, she commented that "people tell me a lot of things 'cause they know
I wouldn't tell anybody". S h e enjoys the fact that the class is m a d e up
completely of w o m e n , feeling more at ease in their company than in a
class of m e n and w o m e n . Eventually, she hopes to be able to find parttime work in a shop or else voluntary work with a local charity group.
Denise's Profile
W h e n Denise constructed this profile initially (Figure 7, lighter
shading), she approached it tentatively. She had commented wryly in an
earlier interview that, if she drew her profile, there would be very little to
see. She assessed her leading strength as Spatial intelligence because of
the skills developed during art classes. She acknowledged having a "keen
eye" but commented that further training would be necessary to develop
this area of intelligence. T h e remaining intelligences were allocated little
value and were viewed as areas of weakness.
As we discussed her profile, Denise appeared only to be able to
see a lack of ability in the various areas of intelligence. In regard to
Linguistic intelligence, she acknowledged a love of reading but reiterated
her inability to express her ideas either verbally or in written form.
Challenges to this evaluation were met with a shrug and a smile, but were
not taken seriously enough for her to wish to change her assessment of
herself. Although she enjoys listening to s o m e music, Musical intelligence
was also regarded as low. S h e mentioned having a recorder at school but
being "too frightened" to go for tuition. A lack of confidence in maths, both
at school and in regard to managing money in the home, were reflected in
her poor assessment of Logical-Mathematical intelligence.
The Bodily-Kinaesthetic domain was viewed as an area of
weakness because, although Denise had enjoyed competitive sports such
as netball at school, she has not pursued these in her adult life. Again, in
regard to the

personal

intelligences, Denise

talked

about

her

overwhelming lack of confidence. Despite attempting courses that would
help her to look and feel more confident, she regarded her failure to
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Figure 7. Denise - Initial Profile (constructed during 3rd interview
with amendments m a d e during 4th interview)
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-123develop skills in these areas as reflecting a lack of ability in the area of
Intrapersonal intelligence. In regard to the Interpersonal domain, she
acknowledged that others will reveal themselves to her because they
understand she will not repeat their stories. However, she w a s unable to
recognise that her sensitivity in these relationships m a y reflect strength in
this area. In a similar manner, she described herself as "probably good in
a team

but not as a leader", but w a s unable to appreciate the

interpersonal skills that collaboration requires.
Denise rejected any interest at all in the Naturalist domain, saying
"the appeal's not there for me". S h e also commented that, m u c h like
Linguistic intelligence, this area w a s unlikely to improve, adding that she
would rate both the Naturalist and Linguistic domains as the lowest of all
on her profile. Challenges based on earlier experiences she had
described, class work and interactions during our interviews were totally
rejected as a basis for re-evaluating her assessment of herself.
In the fourth interview we looked at this profile again (Figure 7) and
Denise adjusted it slightly by using a pencil to shade in extra spaces in the
Linguistic, Intrapersonal and Interpersonal domains (darker shading). In
regard to the Linguistic domain, an extra half-square w a s added as she
noted that she could see that there w a s room for improvement here and
that this w a s becoming possible as she practised the skills involved in
speaking and writing for assignments in her course. In addition, she
commented that as her speaking skills increased, there w a s every chance
that abilities within the Interpersonal domain would also develop. A n
improvement in voice would lead to more productive interactions with
other people. A n extra square w a s added here, as it w a s also for the
Intrapersonal domain. Denise had given s o m e thought to the idea that it is
possible to express one's emotions through painting and other artworks
and considered that this m a y well be the case with her. Accordingly, she
allocated additional value to the Intrapersonal domain, but m a d e the point
very clearly that there w a s room for m u c h greater improvement in all three
of these areas.

-124The final profile (Figure 8) w a s constructed after Denise had taken
part in work experience organised through her course. S h e had taken the
opportunity to work in a shop and had thoroughly enjoyed the interactions
with both staff and customers. T h e differences in the contours of this
profile compared with the earlier one are marked, reflecting an increase in
self-confidence, as well as the capacity to identify and value particular
abilities.

The Spatial, Linguistic and Interpersonal domains have all
increased, with the most dramatic differences reflected in the abilities
associated with language use and interaction with other people. The
perceived increase in Spatial intelligence reflected the greater value
Denise n o w placed on the production of her artwork. In regard to the
Linguistic area, she talked about an improvement in both her spoken and
written language. This improvement in language, particularly the spoken
word, w a s reflected through increased interactions with other people,
enabling her to identify an increase in abilities related to the Interpersonal
domain.
Again, it was the use of language together with the greater
personal power Denise n o w associated with her o w n voice, that led her to
regard Intrapersonal intelligence as an area of relative strength. The
Musical and Bodily-Kinaesthetic intelligences were n o w viewed as slightly
improved, although still areas of relative weakness. Logical-Mathematical
and Naturalist intelligences remained at the lowest point on the profile,
with little discussion of their potential.
Denise saw three areas of intelligence, the Linguistic, Intrapersonal
and Interpersonal domains, as significant in regard to her assessment of
herself. S h e talked about putting a m u c h more determined effort into
improving her abilities in these three areas and regarded this as vital to
her future development. S o m e of the success she experienced in this
regard is discussed in the following chapter.

\
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Figure 8. Denise - Final Profile (constructed during 5 interview)
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-126Jeannie
Jeannie is tall and slim. Her movements are controlled yet fluid,
reflecting both the grace and energy of an athlete but masking completely
the physical problems that marked her childhood years. Her voice is clear
and well modulated and she expresses thoughts and ideas articulately.
The confident and effective manner in which she communicates with
others reflects, in part, the training she has received as a Volunteer Police
Officer. In this capacity she is frequently called upon to offer comfort and
support to those whose lives are touched by violent offences. In addition,
she is able to speak directly from personal experience of poverty, abuse,
death and violence, appearing to confront openly, yet sensitively,
situations that many people would find overwhelming. Her infectious smile
and clear, unwavering gaze, combined with the use of well-chosen but
powerful words, all contribute to an air of competence and composure that
underwrites her interactions with other people.
Jeannie is 30 years of age and has two children aged 6 and 3
years. She and her husband were living together when our interviews
began but by the time of our last contact they had separated. Jeannie's
long-term goal w a s to undertake study either in a Welfare Certificate
course or, perhaps eventually, within the degree course necessary for
police training. A s a preliminary requirement, however, she had enrolled in
a course providing basic skills, where she and Denise first encountered
one another. Prior to the interviews, however, their interactions had
always taken place within the larger group but, with both volunteering to
take part in the research, they became privy to the more intimate details of
each other's lives. Like Denise, Jeannie lived near to the campus and, as
mentioned earlier, interviews were always held in the classroom that was
used as a base for their course. O n e of the benefits of this collaboration,
at least for Denise, w a s the frank but positive feedback that Jeannie could
offer on the basis of her observations of Denise during their time together
in class. For Jeannie, on the other hand, although Denise conveyed open
admiration for her academic skills and personal abilities, it appeared, at
least initially, that no other support w a s required.

-127Jeannie w a s the eldest of the three girls in her family. At birth, she
exhibited problems with her left leg and hip that necessitated numerous
operations during thefirsttwelve years or so of her life. Although there is
no obvious problem now, she can still recall the discomfort caused by
operations, restrictive braces and exercises designed to correct the initial
deformity. Another aspect of her birth that she referred to at a later point
during our interviews w a s that she w a s a twin. Her brother had died within
minutes of his birth but she w a s unaware of this fact until, at 10 years of
age, she found his birth and death certificates. Her parents were reluctant
to acknowledge his existence at all and her mother continues to refuse to
discuss the details of his birth.
Jeannie described her childhood as being framed by domestic
violence, resulting from her father's physical acts of aggression and her
mother's emotional abuse of the children. She referred to her parents as
argumentative and violent, with her father attempting to exert complete
control and her mother grudgingly complying with his wishes. Although no
longer afraid of her father, Jeannie continues to question the nature of the
relationship she shares with her mother. During the early years, her father
worked as a shooter, earning an income culling kangaroos, wild pigs,
dingoes and the like for farmers. In between jobs, the family often stayed
with Jeannie's grandparents on their farm in the west of the state. She
remembered with great fondness her "Koori grandfather" and his attempts
to teach the "old ways" to herself and her sisters. Her grandfather would
take the children out and teach them how to survive on the land, showing
them h o w to track and navigate in the bush, as well as explaining what
w a s safe to eat and what w a s dangerous. The sense of connection that
she developed with the bush and a respect for all things natural has
endured and, in m a n y ways, Jeannie finds herself attempting to
communicate these s a m e feelings and skills to her o w n children.
Jeannie enjoyed her years at primary school and achieved very
well academically. In her first year at the local high school, however, she
w a s hospitalised for further treatment to her leg and suffered an epileptic

-128seizure due to the medication she w a s required to take. W h e n she
returned to school she found that her teacher had informed the class that
she suffered from epilepsy and that this meant that she w a s "brain
damaged". She w a s both hurt and offended by this misinformation but her
inability to catch up with the work she had missed appeared to confirm, at
least to others, that the teacher's judgement of her w a s accurate. The lack
of confidence in her own ability that resulted w a s not entirely eroded by an
improved academic standard in later years at school and she noted that
her parents continue to endorse the idea that she lacks intellectual ability.
W h e n her o w n daughter achieved an outstanding score on a State-wide
maths test recently, her parents observed that the child must have
"inherited her father's brains", down-playing

any consideration of

Jeannie's ability.
Jeannie left school aged 16 years, keen to become independent of
her parents. She worked in a local factory and met and married her
husband within a few years. She remained at h o m e following the birth of
herfirstchild and three years later, just after the birth of her second child,
she w a s diagnosed with post-natal depression. This diagnosis w a s
triggered w h e n she sought professional help after an incident where she
contemplated driving the car containing her two children into the path of
an oncoming truck. The counselling support she received had very
positive outcomes for Jeannie and, of her own accord, she undertook
other courses run by various community organisations designed to
develop and support self-awareness and positive parenting skills.
A year after the diagnosis of post-natal depression had been made,
Jeannie's husband left the family h o m e saying that he had not loved her
for the past twelve months. Jeannie w a s left "lying on the floor in a
crumpled heap", although she n o w regards the separation as one of the
more important learning experiences of her life:
/ thought, 'Here I am with no job, haven't been in school
for years and he's just walked out. What am I supposed
to do?' It didn't take me long to realise I was doing it
because I had to.

\

-129With the help of counsellors and friends, Jeannie coped effectively with
the physical and emotional d e m a n d s of the separation to the extent that,
when her husband suggested he return h o m e six months later, she
imposed her o w n conditions on the process. She insisted that they both
attend

marriage guidance

counselling

in order to resolve their

disagreements effectively and it w a s another two months before she
agreed to allow him to return home. Even at that point she cautioned him
by saying, "/ am happy to have you back here but I will never need you
again".

Although she looked to her family for support during this period,
Jeannie's mother blamed her for the separation. Referring to post-natal
depression as "a cop out-an excuse made by women

who don't have the

guts to cope", Jeannie's mother also said, "Look what you've put him
[Jeannie's husband] through, carrying on with all this rubbish about
depression and stuff'. Jeannie regards her mother as someone whose
only m e a n s of coping with life is to deny the existence of those elements
with which she is unable to deal. In regard to Jeannie's life, this appears to
include the fact that her grandfather w a s Aboriginal, the existence of a
twin brother and the physical and emotional abuse that marred Jeannie's
childhood years.
Jeannie's voluntary work with the police force demands energy and
time, both of which are given willingly. She is frequently called upon to
enter scenes where domestic disputes have taken place, sometimes
where serious injuries or death have resulted. Jeannie has been trained to
offer on-the-spot emotional support to those whose lives are directly
affected by these incidents but she has also, at times, become a target for
those w h o resent her involvement in what is seen as police interference.
This has resulted in personal harassment, as well as acts of vandalism
committed towards her home. Nevertheless, she is determined to continue
with this work, at least for the present.

-130During our last meeting, Jeannie acknowledged the physical abuse
to which her husband had subjected her during the years of their
marriage. S h e had kept the situation a secret from her own family and
friends, but had eventually reached a point where she w a s no longer
willing to accept it. It w a s interesting to note that the calm and confident
attitude she had always displayed was masking a scene of continued
domestic violence. She had finally confronted her husband and told him to
leave, using her knowledge of the legal system to support her claim to the
house and custody of the children. Despite threats and ongoing
harassment from her husband, Jeannie is determined to establish a life
with her children that is separate from him.
Jeannie thoroughly enjoyed attending the course in which she had
enrolled and completing the assignments that were required. She also
appreciated the opportunity to participate in a group comprising of only
women, commenting that it was good to attend the class and "know there
are only women

there, so I can say this or that and I won't feel like a fool

because they'll know what I mean. It does make

a difference". Her

teachers regarded her as a student with outstanding ability and academic
potential and, currently, she is attempting to gain access to a course that
will allow her to complete a Welfare Certificate. Long-term plans for
employment, however, have been set aside until the present situation with
her husband has been resolved in a satisfactory manner.

Jeannie's Profile
By the time of our second interview, Jeannie had already
constructed her o w n profile at h o m e (Figure 9, lighter shading). She had
read the booklet that had been given to each participant and had used the
indicators to ascertain her own pattern of strengths and weaknesses. She
mentioned that she had also constructed a profile for her son and
questioned m e about the manner in which patterns of relative strength and
weakness might change during the course of a child's development.
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Figure 9. Jeannie - Initial Profile (constructed independently for 2 n d
interview with amendments m a d e during 3rd interview)

-132Jeannie w a s able to provide a convincing rationale for the choices
she had m a d e for her o w n

profile. Linguistic, Intrapersonal and

Interpersonal intelligences were viewed as leading strengths. T h e BodilyKinaesthetic and Naturalist domains were rated as relative strengths, with
Logical-Mathematical and Spatial intelligences regarded as relatively
weaker. Musical intelligence occupied the lowest point on the profile,
although Jeannie noted an interest in listening to music.

Language was an area in which Jeannie expressed confidence.
She appreciated the communication skills she had developed as a result
of her counselling experiences and her voluntary training with the police.
She w a s also able to recognise the competence she had displayed as a
child, both with written and spoken skills. S h e talked about her love of
reading and writing, noting that she had frequently constructed p o e m s as
a very private m e a n s of expressing her emotions. S h e s a w that these
skills had been carried over into adulthood, although it w a s only during the
current course that her ability with the written word had been put to the
test again. T h e high marks she received reflected this ability and Jeannie
w a s enthusiastic in both her research and discussion of various
assignments, often completing written work well ahead of the due time.
The personal intelligences were both rated highly. Jeannie
regarded her attempts to c o m e to terms with herself through counselling,
as well as her participation in courses developing self-awareness skills, as
evidence of her interest in the Intrapersonal domain. S h e believed that the
degree of success she had experienced in relation to self-analysis and
self-acceptance had helped her to cope with the events of her life in
recent years, particularly in relation to the breakdown of her marriage. Her
use of poetry as a m e a n s of self-expression and her motivation to pursue
the goals of the current course also attested to the strength of this domain.
In addition, although she viewed all of these abilities as "still developing",
she recognised their importance in regard to skills in the Interpersonal
domain. Her training and work as a volunteer with the police had
enhanced both her linguistic skills and her knowledge of herself but,

-133importantly, she had also developed an ability to effectively communicate
with others, often under trying circumstances. She admitted to being
surprised at times, but also often delighted, with the apparent success she
experienced in her voluntary work. In relation to the current course, her
language skills were both recognised and valued by the other members of
the class and her support w a s often sought w h e n individual w o m e n
experienced personal problems.

Bodily-Kinaesthetic intelligence was regarded as a relative strength
because of competencies Jeannie had developed during years of
therapeutic exercise, as well as in the sporting field. Horse riding had
been recommended as an exercise for her legs w h e n Jeannie w a s an
infant and she began riding lessons when only three years old. Despite
the pain this activity often caused her, Jeannie found that she loved
horses and w a s a competent rider. She remembered that, even as a child,
she had enjoyed the idea that this w a s an ability she shared with her
grandfather. S h e had also been eager to participate in sporting events at
school and had continued m a n y of these interests in her adult life.
Naturalist intelligence was also viewed as a relative strength and
Jeannie referred to an affinity with horses and most other animals as
evidence of this. Her h o m e abounds with pets and she has m a d e a
determined attempt to investigate the natural world through reading, as
well as watching documentaries. She has encouraged her children to
share these activities with her and talked about a trip to the beach, or
even the rubbish tip, as an opportunity for discovery about the natural
world.
In relation to the Logical-Mathematical domain, Jeannie
remembered a lack of confidence in her ability at school. Within the course
she has recently undertaken, however, her interest and confidence have
both increased to the extent that she has enjoyed the challenges set by
her teacher. S h e has always managed the accounts at h o m e and has
been able to plan effectively so that bills were met on time. For most of her

-134life there has been very little m o n e y available and she has been forced to
budget within narrow parameters, a factor which also m a d e her appreciate
her abilities within this domain. Spatial intelligence w a s also rated as a
relative weakness, for similar reasons to those given for the judgement of
Logical-Mathematical intelligence. Jeannie had little confidence in this
area, although she regarded herself as capable w h e n working with m a p s
or w h e n required to navigate, an ability that had developed through the
time spent with her grandfather.

Jeannie regarded Musical intelligence as an area in which she had
developed little in the w a y of practical skills. Opportunities had not been
available to her to learn to play an instrument as a child because of lack of
money, although as an adult she had enjoyed taking guitar lessons for a
brief period. S h e enjoys listening to music but regards it as a "backdrop" to
whatever else is taking place and, at this stage, she is not motivated to
develop her abilities any further.
During our third interview, Jeannie noted that the profile she had
constructed initially represented her overall pattern of strengths and
weaknesses quite accurately. However, she w a s concerned with adjusting
it slightly to reflect the high marks she had received for various
assignments in class (Figure 7, darker shading). Accordingly, she judged
Linguistic intelligence as more of a leading strength than before and
raised it by adding an extra half-space. Logical-Mathematical intelligence
w a s also increased by the s a m e amount after she received high marks for
the completion of a class exercise.
In our final interview, Jeannie constructed another profile (Figure
10) in which the overall configuration of strengths and weaknesses w a s
judged as similar to the patterns of the earlier profile. However, she
regarded the three leading strengths, Linguistic, Intrapersonal and
Interpersonal, as slightly higher this time, emphasising the difference
between

these

intelligences

and

the

remaining

five.

Logical-
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Figure 10. Jeannie - Final Profile (constructed during 4 interview)
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-136Mathematical intelligence w a s raised slightly, reflecting an increase in both
confidence and ability due to work within the current course:
/ always thought I was hopeless at maths...but I've
learned from this course that I am probably more
intelligent than I thought I was. It's just funny to get to the
age of 30 and then realise you're capable of school work.
Musical intelligence was also increased although it still remained as
the lowest point on the profile. Jeannie saw this increase as recognition of
potential in this area, given the appropriate opportunities, rather than
reflecting any change in her ability at the moment. Although Jeannie
valued the other areas as domains of intelligence, she was concerned to
show that the abilities she had developed in the Linguistic, Intrapersonal
and Interpersonal areas have significance for both her personal life as well
as her future career.
Sandy
Sandy always met m e in m y office at the University for our
interviews. She would call in on her w a y to the classes she attended in the
entrance program that she hoped would enable her to enrol at the
University. S h e always parked her bicycle outside but would appear
carrying the helmet she wore as she rode to the campus each day.
Sandy is short and of solid build, yet she moves in a quick and
determined manner. Her face is serious, almost sad, despite frequent
giggling and what, at times, appeared to be forced laughter that would
often cut short a comment. Although I realised that sentences were
sometimes left unfinished in this manner, I w a s not aware of the degree to
which this w a s taking place until I had an opportunity to replay s o m e of the
tapes of our interviews. Often, however, she would move on to complete a
statement in a more serious tone of voice after a short burst of laughter.
As we sat and talked, Sandy would lean forward in her seat,
appearing to listen intently but often displaying signs of tension around her
eyes and mouth. Her brow would wrinkle as she concentrated on what

-137w a s being said and her jaw would appear set. She would hesitate only
briefly before speaking in a clear and controlled voice, maintaining eye
contact as she spoke. W h e n listening, however, her gaze would wander
as she knit her brows together whilst considering a question or comment.
Sandy is 25 years old and the younger of two children in her family.
She grew up in the A C T , attending primary and high school there until she
w a s 18 years of age. Her family and school life were described as
"normal" and her academic standard as "average". She entered college for
a brief period after school but decided she w a s not interested in tertiary
study and opted instead for work in the hospitality industry. She worked at
various jobs within this industry until she married and moved to the local
area, a little over twelve months before I met her.
Sandy enjoyed both school and work because of the friends she
made. She has also been involved in team sports from an early age and
continues to enjoy the camaraderie as much as the physical activity itself.
She misses the friendships she enjoyed as a teenager, although she
appears to have m a d e s o m e n e w friends since moving. However, many of
her current friends are also acquaintances of her husband and she misses
the more intimate friendships that have spanned longer periods of time.
In regard to her parents, she noted that her father considered her to
be "his little girl, the apple of his eye". She felt she could do no wrong
where he w a s concerned, but she considered her relationship with her
mother to be more complex. Although she commented that she is able to
talk to her mother, she noted that, unlike s o m e of her friends w h o are able
to speak quite openly with their mothers, she would not be able to share
the more "intimate details" of her life with her mother. Sandy m a d e one
comment in particular that she returned to a number of times during our
interviews:
I'm a lot like my mother, the same personality I guess.
She's one of those mothers most people say, 'I don't want
to be like her...[laughs]. Please don't let me turn out to be
like that' And then all of a sudden you think, 'Oh, my

-138God, I am like her.'...[laughs]. One thing I always
remember Mum saying, always, 'Never get married, never
have children.' So, I'm married and I guess I'll have to
have children. Don't know why, it always made me feel
like she resented us. You know, 'Then why did you have
me?' kind of thing.
Sandy believes that her mother m a y have felt she "missed out" on certain
experiences through having children and that she hoped that Sandy would
lead a more 'fulfilled life". Unfortunately, Sandy always felt that she did not
live up to her mother's expectations and that her mother, therefore,
disapproved of her, both when she was at school and later, when she was
working.

Sandy has found moving to a new area slightly daunting and,
although she w a s able to find work in the hospitality industry again, she
felt dissatisfied with her job because of the commitment to working at
weekends. She had limited time to spend with her new husband and his
friends and w h e n she found out about the Tertiary Entrance Program she
applied for admission, hoping that she would be able to pursue a course
of study that would lead to a more satisfying career. The particular
program for which she has been accepted offers bridging courses in the
science and mathsfields,two areas that interest her because of the job
prospects to which they are linked. She has mentioned that, if successful
in the current program, she m a y apply for entrance to courses including
either nursing or nutrition. O n e of the reasons she gave for considering
nursing as an option w a s that her mother "had friends who were nurses
and they were always nice people". Her interest appeared to stem from a
wish to work in a capacity where she could care for others, "making
people feel better". Although she continued to include this as an option, by
the end of our interviews she w a s also able to consider otherfieldsof work
that might be rewarding for a variety of reasons.

Sandy's Profile
Initially at least, Sandy used her academic results from school and
from the University Entrance Program to assess her areas of relative

-139strength and weakness across the intelligences (Figure 11). Interpersonal
intelligence w a s rated as a leading strength, with the Bodily-Kinaesthetic
and

Intrapersonal areas assessed

as

relative strengths. Musical

intelligence w a s regarded as an area of intermediate strength, whilst
Linguistic, Logical-Mathematical and Naturalist intelligences followed
closely as areas of relative weakness. Spatial intelligence w a s ranked at
the lowest point on the profile.

Sandy was quite definite about her ability in the Interpersonal
domain. S h e attributed her success in the hospitality industry to her skills
in working with other people, seeing herself as "always able to work as
part of a team

and, in sport, I always played team sports". She

commented a number of times that she w a s able to get along with other
people easily, regardless of their personalities. However, she also added
that she w a s not always able to express her o w n feelings very well, even
though she w a s a "good listener". S h e s a w her ability in this area as a
reason for considering nursing as a career, since she would be required to
work closely with m a n y other different people, both patients and
colleagues.

Sandy saw her continuing interest and participation in various
sporting activities as indicative of strength in the Bodily-Kinaesthetic
domain. Although work commitments have meant that she plays less sport
than w h e n she w a s at school, she enjoys running, riding her bike,
participating in a jazz ballet class, as well as playing tennis and squash as
the opportunity arises. S h e also regarded Intrapersonal intelligence as an
area of relative strength, although she mentioned that "this is only coming
into play now". S h e explained that she is still learning h o w to recognise
and deal with her o w n emotions, reflecting that "I'm aware of my
feelings but I have trouble expressing them

own

to a degree...I keep
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Figure 11. Sandy - Initial Profile (constructed during 2 nd interview)

-141them to myself. S h e also regarded her ability to set goals and keep them
as one that has only recently developed, mentioning her persistence
within the Tertiary Entrance Program as an example of this.

Musical intelligence was assessed as an intermediate or moderate
strength. This surprised m e because Sandy had mentioned during our
initial contact that, as a child, she had learned to play the recorder, piano
and guitar. W h e n I questioned her about this she commented that she
enjoys listening to music but has little opportunity to play these
instruments any more. S h e regards herself as having potential in this area
because of her earlier training and her interest in music, but w a s reluctant
to rate her ability any higher because of a lack of practice and a resulting
reduction in expertise.
Although she is reading widely for her course, Sandy rated
Linguistic intelligence as an area of relative weakness. She commented
that she is obliged to read because she is a student but that, given a
choice, she would restrict her reading to "factual material, like biographies
and magazines". Part of her coursework requires her to read novels and
poems and, in general, she finds these unappealing. S h e does enjoy
crosswords, however, and she recognises her skills with the written word.
Logical-Mathematical intelligence is also regarded as a relative weakness,
although Sandy observed that she had just begun to feel as though she
was "actually learning something" whereas, at school, she had failed to
grasp m a n y concepts and did not enjoy the work at all. S h e regarded
herself as competent in managing m o n e y and meeting living expenses but
commented that these skills could be improved.
Sandy observed that her love of the outdoors and of biology had
been a driving force in her application to undertake the science strand of
the University Entrance Program. However, she rated the Naturalist
domain as a relative weakness because of her lack of current knowledge
in thisfield.She views it as an area in which she has potential and one in
which she will develop further expertise as her course unfolds.

-142T h e Spatial domain is another area in which Sandy sees herself as
having potential, although she assessed her ability in this area as
relatively low, at least for the moment. She commented that she w a s "okay
with maps and always interested in art" but that she has not used the skills
that are required for these activities for a long time.
The overall configurations of both profiles that Sandy constructed
were similar but s o m e particular differences were evident in her final
profile (Figure 12), w h e n compared with the initial profile (Figure 11).
Whilst Interpersonal intelligence remained as a leading strength, for the
reasons Sandy had given earlier, she perceived other domains as having
gained in strength. Musical intelligence, for example, w a s perceived as
stronger than it had been initially and this change appeared to reflect the
increase in value that Sandy attached to her expertise, as well as the
potential she displays in this area.
The Linguistic and Logical-Mathematical intelligences joined the
Bodily-Kinaesthetic and Intrapersonal intelligences as areas of relative
strength. Sandy commented that she had recently received s o m e good
marks for essays and, consequently, felt more positive and confident
about her skills in Linguistic intelligence. Good marks in her coursework
were also the basis for assessing Logical-Mathematical intelligence as
one that had increased

in strength. The Bodily-Kinaesthetic and

Intrapersonal intelligences were regarded as relative strengths, as before.
However, Sandy m a d e the following observation in regard to Intrapersonal
intelligence:
/ think that changes all the time. One day I think I'm on the
right track and the next day I think 'What am I doing?'.../
think it's my hormones more than anything...[laughs].
Some days I'm cruising along and everything's fine and
then my world's falling down around me...[laughs]...just
the stress of things.
Sandy went on to c o m m e n t that, although she w a s usually able to control
her feelings, there were times w h e n this w a s not the case and she needed
to develop the skills that would help her to relax when under pressure.
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Figure 12. Sandy - Final Profile (constructed during 4* interview)
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-144Spatial intelligence w a s another area that appeared to increase in
strength, although it w a s still perceived as a relative weakness compared
to the other intelligences. However, it w a s no longer at the lowest point of
the profile, although it w a s close. N o reason w a s given for this change
other than Sandy's belief that she had potential in this area. Naturalist
intelligence occupied the lowest point, with no increase in strength from
the initial assessment that had been made.

Discussions of the future continued to include Sandy's hope that
she would gain entrance to the University and that she would be able to
complete a degree in the area of Health Science. However, she w a s less
inclined to choose a specific area such as nursing and, instead, she had
become more concerned with exploring the range of possible career
options that a degree would encompass.
Narelle
Narelle and I met for our interviews at a cafe on the university
campus, seated at a table in the fresh air, drinking coffee and enjoying the
warmth of the winter sun. S h e had been one of m y students in a first year
course that had run earlier in the year but our previous encounters had
always been framed within a teacher-student relationship.
In our interviews, as in class, Narelle was extremely articulate,
frequently pausing to consider ideas before expressing her thoughts in a
carefully detailed manner. S h e would often return to a statement m a d e
earlier and qualify it in order to m a k e sure that she explained her ideas
accurately and effectively. Although her voice is soft, she speaks with a
precise, almost clipped accent reflecting the years she spent growing up in
N e w Zealand. Her m o v e m e n t s are smooth and light, appearing well
controlled and, with tanned skin, she exudes an air of good health and
energy. During the interviews, she would sit in a relaxed position,
sometimes toying with a coffee spoon or the cup itself. Her dark eyes
would hold m y gaze as she w a s speaking but then she would look into the
distance, carefully considering a question or searching for the words that

-145would m a k e her next comment effective. Her eyes and mouth reflected a
myriad of expressions, signaling a current of energy hidden beneath the
calm exterior.

Narelle is 37 years old and has been married and divorced twice.
S h e has three children, each the product of a different relationship, and
she is keen to establish herself in a career that is both personally
rewarding and that will allow her to support her children. Her admission to
the University w a s m a d e possible through an Aboriginal Education Unit
providing practical support for Aboriginal people w h o would otherwise be
unable to meet entrance requirements. Whilst support from this service
continues for students w h o have received assisted entrance, Narelle has
distanced herself to an extent from m a n y of the services offered, believing
that she needs to be as independent as possible. Like m a n y Aboriginal
students, she is understandably sensitive to the negative perceptions
other students and staff sometimes have of Aboriginal people and of the
help that is available to them through various arms of the education
system.
Narelle is one of four children in her family. All of the children were
born in Australia but knowledge of their Aboriginal heritage w a s kept from
them. A s they were growing up, queries about their dark hair, eyes and
olive skin were met by Narelle's grandmother w h o explained that the
family had

originally migrated

from

Spain. Although

a

plausible

explanation on the surface, Narelle remembers feeling dissatisfied with
this answer. S h e looked at families w h o c a m e from Italy or Greece, for
example, whose lives were coloured by a foreign language, unusual food
and different customs, none of which were evident in her o w n family. In
addition, Narelle remembers

her grandmother

making

disparaging

comments about Aboriginal people, possibly to deflect any discussions
that might reveal the family's history. She says of her grandmother and the
history of the family:
It was sort of hidden, I think, from her [the grandmother's]
stage...! think they hid the fact you had Aboriginal in you

-146because of the stolen generation. They didn't want them
[the children] taken away.
A feeling of being "culture-less" or of not belonging to a particular
community continued throughout her life until she and one of her sisters
finally traced their family's roots. Despite opposition and rejection from
s o m e sectors of the family, others have been more accepting. Moving to
the area in which she n o w lives w a s like "coming home"Tor Narelle, whose
ancestors originally lived there.
Narelle remembers, as a child, moving from one country town to
another in Australia, attending nine different primary schools altogether.
Although unaware of a reason at the time, the likelihood is that the family
moved whenever their Aboriginal heritage w a s suspected or discovered.
Eventually, however, the family moved to N e w Zealand and she entered
high school there. Despite their poverty and her father returning to
Australia after three years, family life w a s relatively settled and Narelle
enjoyed her high school years in the n e w country. She achieved well
academically and m a d e good friends, although she noted that going on to
tertiary education w a s never regarded as an option because of lack of
money. S h e did, however, undertake a secretarial or business course at
school and, upon completion, w a s able to secure work in an office.
Her final year at school was marred by family tensions. During one
particular incident in which she and a sister had resorted to a physical
fight, Narelle heard her mother urging the sister on to "get her [Narelle]".
Narelle left h o m e shortly afterwards and lived with her boyfriend's family
w h o supported her during that year. After working for a brief period, she
moved to Australia and worked in a bank. A year later she moved back to
N e w Zealand and at the age of 20 years, married her boyfriend and had
herfirstchild.
Problems related to her husband's lack of responsibility led to a
breakdown in their relationship and Narelle eventually moved back to
Australia, to the area in which her father then lived. Here she worked in

-147various occupations, eventually meeting a m a n w h o promised to take care
of her and her son. Her daughter w a s born during this relationship but,
again, conflict developed and Narelle eventually left with the two children.
By this stage she had c o m e into contact with an aunt w h o continues to be
particularly supportive. Four years ago, however, Narelle met another m a n
w h o m she eventually married. Her observation of this relationship w a s that
7 repeated the pattern again". Her third child w a s born and, after a
diagnosis of post-natal depression, the gradual breakdown of this
relationship also occurred. A s Narelle attempted to establish s o m e
security in her life for the sake of her children, she became aware of the
special program that supports the entrance of Aboriginal people to various
university courses. With the help of her aunt, she applied for assisted
entrance and moved to the area from which her family had originally
come.
Narelle discussed her concern for her children and her involvement
with them as assuming primary importance in her life. She talked a
number of times about "the lessons you need to learn in life" and the fact
that, within her family, this knowledge had not been available. In regard to
the relationships in which she had been involved, she observed that she
"learned a little bit from each experience instead of a helluva lot from the
first one". In relation to her children, however, she commented:
The big lessons and the support you need from parents
and family, if you had them at a young age, then it makes
a lot of difference. I don't want my sons or daughter doing
the things I've done, or having to learn the lessons that
I've had to learn.
Narelle enjoys the challenges of university life and has achieved
extremely well academically. Her goal eventually is to work as a teacher,
possibly specialising in English as a Second Language (ESL). To this end,
she has been concerned with gaining practical experience in those
schools containing a high proportion of children from various ethnic
backgrounds. S h e would also like s o m e experience working in schools
with a high percentage of Aboriginal students, particularly schools in

-148outlying areas of Australia. In both cases, she views her own experiences
as an Aboriginal w o m a n , as well as her heightened sensitivity to people
w h o are "dislocated" from their o w n culture, as helping her to support
those w h o are marginalised. Discussing a distressing incident that
concerned s o m e university students w h o s e English skills were poor, she
observed that "people are still intelligent people even if they can't say what
they mean

in our particular language". At this stage, Narelle is keen to

develop the skills that will enable her to apply for work in a field she sees
as challenging but rewarding.
Narelle's Profile
O n e of the topics within the first year subject that Narelle had taken
with m e involved the theory of Multiple Intelligences. A s part of m y
teaching I had described the individual intelligences and demonstrated
how a profile m a y be constructed. Consequently, she had a good general
knowledge of the theory that she w a s then able to put into practice when
constructing her own profile. In fact, she brought the initial profile (Figure
13) to the interview after completing it on her own at home. Narelle had
m a d e s o m e modifications to the profile by including arrows at various
points, either pointing upwards or downwards, to indicate those
intelligences in which she believed she had more, or less, potential. She
viewed Interpersonal intelligence as a leading strength, with Linguistic,
Spatial, Bodily-Kinaesthetic and Naturalist following closely behind. The
Musical and Logical-Mathematical domains were viewed as relatively
weaker and Intrapersonal intelligence w a s placed at the lowest point of
the profile.
Interpersonal intelligence is important in Narelle's life because she
values meeting and talking to other people. She regards herself as a
"good listener" and enjoysfindingout about other people's lives, trying in
the process to understand them as well as she can from their
perspectives. She observed of herself that "I can accept where people are
coming from even if I don't agree with their views. So, I think I've got

-149-

Figure 13. Narelle - Initial Profile (constructed during 3rd interview)
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-150a strength there". Whilst she rated Linguistic intelligence as relatively high,
recognising its importance in relation to the Interpersonal area, she used
the arrow pointing upwards to indicate s o m e hesitancy with her own
assessment. S h e values ability within the Linguistic area, but the arrow
indicates that she m a y not be as capable in this domain as she imagines
and that she needs to develop further skills. A s an example, she talked
about her response in class to derogatory comments m a d e by s o m e
students about Aboriginal people. She observed that she found it difficult
to respond without "sounding emotional" and later, at home, had carefully
written out the points she wished to m a k e in the following class because "it
was important for me to be able to articulate what I wanted to say". I w a s
able to point out that her written skills were particularly effective and that
she might take this into consideration w h e n assessing her Linguistic
intelligence. S h e disagreed, however, saying that these too needed
improvement.
The Spatial domain was also regarded as an area of relative
strength because of Narelle's interest in artwork. Apart from appreciating
more traditional works of art, however, she also mentioned a small
business or "cottage industry" that she had started w h e n her children were
young. This involved designing, making and marketing young children's
clothing and, apart from generating an income, it also satisfied a "creative
impulse".
Bodily-Kinaesthetic intelligence was also rated as a relative
strength, but the arrow pointing downwards represented for Narelle the
deterioration in bodily strength andflexibilitythat she anticipates with
ageing. S h e enjoys the physical expression of various activities but also
appreciates the thrill of competition:
I've been able to do any sport...naturally...and been able
to do it well...Mainly I enjoy competitive sports. Aerobics
and weights don't have the competitive edge where I push
myself a bit further. Squash I play at the moment and also
tennis you have to position the ball and have to be
thinking all the time, not like aerobics...I look at sports as
competitive rather than for fitness.

-151 I pointed out that ability in this area might change in nature rather than
diminish with age, but Narelle w a s reluctant to consider this point.
Naturalist intelligence was also rated as a relative strength, partly
because of Narelle's love of plants and gardening, but also because of
skills developed during a course she had undertaken in herbal healing and
massage. S h e found botany and biology relatively easy to understand and
had very little trouble using classification schemes and remembering
unusual n a m e s and terms. The more practical or "hands on" aspects
involved in both gardening and massage were also valued.
Musical and Logical-Mathematical intelligences were regarded as
areas of relative weakness. Narelle noted that m a n y members of her
extended family are "very musical" but that she has never had the
opportunity to learn an instrument. She enjoys listening to music as well
as dancing, however, and is interested in different kinds of music. She
expressed

concern

about

her

ability

with

Logical-Mathematical

intelligence, observing that she w a s not very confident in school-based
maths tasks but that she had s o m e useful practical skills. I mentioned that
her work in the bank and her practical understanding of business
procedures might indicate strength in this area but she insisted that her
academic skills were poor and they formed the basis for her judgement of
ability in this area.
Narelle viewed Intrapersonal intelligence as an area of weakness
within the overall profile. S h e sees herself as someone w h o has repeated
the s a m e mistakes a number of times and has been slow to learn from
them:
I've learned a lot of lessons in my life, but to be a better
person I need to be able to develop those things...I need
to act on those lessons I've learned, rather than doing it
again and again.. .It would make me a better person.
S h e mentioned that a number of years ago her aunt had helped her to
formulate goals for her life and had encouraged her to "do affirmations"

-152each day. Although other people close to her regarded the activity as
"stupid", Narelle persisted and found that the technique helped her to
focus on a particular direction. She commented about the goals that "it's
important to write them down...and also, when I go off track, it's easier [to
refocus] when I've got those goals there". The arrow pointing upwards in
the column representing Intrapersonal intelligence indicates that she will
develop skills in this area if she can "keep on track", but she still regards
her ability as poor because of her level of "stickability", or ability to remain
focussed in one direction.
Narelle's final profile (Figure 14) changed very little when compared
with her initial assessment of her intelligences (Figure 13), with increases
only in Logical-Mathematical and Intrapersonal intelligences. S h e used the
s a m e rationale for determining her strengths and weaknesses, although
she w a s willing to concede a number of points that I had generated to
challenge her ideas. For example, she observed that her written skills
were probably more sophisticated than she had credited herself with,
perhaps indicating that Linguistic intelligence is more of a strength than
she had

imagined. In addition, she observed

that Intrapersonal

intelligence m a y also be stronger than she has recognised in the past.
She acknowledged the importance of "remaining focussed on what I'm
doing, not to deviate, not to go back to old patterns". S h e also recognised
a change in the w a y she copes with difficult situations:
/ see myself as determined and strong and focussed at the
moment but I do have times when I'm not. But...I don't go
into deep pits of depression or despair anymore. If I can
see that I'm starting to feel down I can pull myself out of it
before I get there now, and that probably has a lot to do
with having a focus and having a direction.
It appears that although Narelle has yet to attain s o m e of the goals she
has set for herself, she can recognise and value her developing strengths.
In regard to Logical-Mathematical intelligence, Narelle recognised a
growth in confidence and ability as she developed more experience in
school-based

maths

problems. She

observed

that her lack of
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Figure 14. Narelle - Final Profile (constructed during 4'th interview)

-154confidence has prompted her to turn maths assignments into "hands on"
tasks in her lesson plans and that she now has "no problems with the
concepts". She sees her ability increasing in this area as her engagement
with the subject continues but, again, she is cautious about assessing it as
a relative strength.

Narelle's plan for the future includes the idea that she will
eventually teach, although she sometimes debated the advantages of
particular venues in which this m a y occur. For example, she is keen to
work in a local primary school so that she and her children can remain in
the area they now regard as home. However, she is also tempted by the
idea of working in a more remote region of Australia with Aboriginal
children, partly because of her interest in the children but also because of
her own background and the links she is continuing to discover with her
past. She is also keen to work in the field of E S L because of her own
sensitivity to people w h o are marginalised and w h o face discrimination. At
this stage, however, her main aim is to pursue the immediate goals she
has set for herself, which include providing her children with a stable h o m e
as they grow and completing the degree she has undertaken.

Summary
The varied experiences and different personalities of the six w o m e n
m a k e each of their stories unique although, inevitably perhaps, c o m m o n
threads are also discernible. All of the participants are w o m e n , all are
mature-age students and all c o m e from backgrounds of relative poverty. In
addition, whilst the profiles of the individual w o m e n differ from one
another, c o m m o n elements emerge through the manner in which the
women

have understood three particular intelligences as having

significance for their lives.
In regard to the stories that have been told, it is clear that through
the multiplicity of roles in which they engage, these six w o m e n speak of
themselves variously as mothers, wives, sisters, students, daughters and
friends. They have all experienced these roles in different ways and yet

-155points of convergence have emerged across their stories. A s students, for
example, all expressed a lack of confidence in their intellectual abilities
and academic performance, largely because of their earlier educational
experiences and the value attached to certain narrowly defined areas of
expertise. In regard to familial responsibilities, all of the w o m e n , apart from
Sandy, speak of their love for their children and their responsibilities as
parents. Although Sandy has no children, she has talked about becoming
a mother and of the implications this m a y have for her.
All of the women have also spoken about working in fields that will
enable them to care for others in various ways. This echoes Gruber's
(1985, in Reis, 1995) idea, mentioned in an earlier chapter, of moral
giftedness in relation to mature-age w o m e n . In each case, the six w o m e n
have spoken of a desire to work in capacities that will benefit other people,
often people w h o are disadvantaged or marginalised in s o m e way. This
concern for the welfare of others has also been referred to as an "ethic of
care" by other authors (Belenky, et al., 1986; Gilligan, 1982).
In addition, whilst the profiles of individual women differ from one
another, c o m m o n elements have emerged through discussions of the
intelligences. In a general sense, initial ideas of intelligence, as it has
been defined traditionally, gradually changed to views that were more
encompassing, as the w o m e n

acknowledged the various areas of

expertise they had each developed in relation to different intelligences.
What also emerged, however, is the significance that three particular
intelligences had for each of the w o m e n . These intelligences, the
Linguistic, the Intrapersonal and the Interpersonal, will be discussed in
more detail in relation to the six w o m e n in the following chapter.
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Chapter 7

INTELLIGENT PROFILES:
A PLATFORM FOR CHANGE

W h e n this project began, I imagined that the profiles produced by
the six w o m e n would serve to highlight the variety and combinations of
abilities that each one of them experienced. This has certainly been the
case, with the profiles mirroring different patterns of strengths and
weaknesses for each w o m a n . In addition, the differences between initial
and final profiles have reflected both obvious and more subtle changes to
the ways in which each w o m a n has c o m e to assess her o w n abilities.
What has also emerged through their stories is that, in each instance, the
w o m e n have used three intelligences in particular to appraise their
individual life experiences. These intelligences are the Linguistic, the
Intrapersonal and the Interpersonal.
Explorations of these three intelligences have provided a basis for
understanding experiences in ways that contribute to the formation of
what Robert Neimeyer (2000) terms "a viable sense of self-in-socialcontext" (p. 210). T h e Linguistic and personal intelligences, albeit in
different ways, have encouraged an exploration of each woman's
knowledge of herself and of the experiences that have contributed to
constructions of that self. This has permitted the w o m e n to question their
understandings of these experiences and, in most cases, it has led to
individual reappraisals of the self in configurations that had not previously
been available. In other words, by investigating expertise, interests and
opportunities within these three intelligences, each w o m a n has been able
to integrate the n e w perspectives she has gained into other ways of
understanding herself and her potential.
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that relate to gender. Looking at conceptualisations of the self, in terms of
one's o w n

self-knowledge and

understandings as well as one's

relationships with others, provides a basis for discussions of h o w one
perceives oneself and of h o w one is perceived by others as a w o m a n . A
feminist approach within the interview situation thus provides opportunities
for the discussion of experiences in ways that will expose, acknowledge
and challenge oppressive discourses.
My contention is that, unlike the other intelligences, these three in
particular encourage a basis for personal investigation and understanding
that acts as a platform for overall change and development. This is
accomplished by the distinctive opportunities that an exploration of each
of these intelligences provides for acknowledging and promoting a sense
of personal agency. Investigations of strengths and weaknesses within the
otherfiveintelligences certainly provide a basis for assessing ability within
those

particular areas.

In addition, they

contribute towards

a

comprehensive analysis of abilities and potential. It is through a
combination of the Linguistic and personal intelligences, however, that
coherence is brought to each story as it is told within the framework of the
M.I. approach.
The Three Intelligences in Focus
Individually, explorations of each of the three intelligences
encourages an investigation of particular elements of lived experiences,
although their potential for supporting change is strengthened through
combination. Linguistic intelligence provides a channel for exploring a
range of experiences related to the use of language (Gardner, 1983). W e
present ourselves to the world through the language w e use and, to a
large extent, our o w n understandings are developed through the access
w e have to the language of others (Vygotsky, 1962; 1978). A s I have
argued earlier, linguistic skills, or an apparent lack of them, m a y be used
by others as well as the individual involved to m a k e judgements about
intelligence per se. In addition, it is through language that the notion of
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often be explored. Both the m o d e of expression that is used, as well as
indications of the sense of agency that the individual has experienced,
b e c o m e available for scrutiny. It is also through language that w e tell our
stories, shaping our o w n experiences in the s a m e m o m e n t that w e
engage others as our audience.

In conjunction with Linguistic intelligence, explorations of the
personal intelligences allow greater access to the inner life of the
individual than the other intelligences permit. They

support

an

understanding of the contexts in which the construction of a sense of self
is developed. A s Robert Neimeyer (2000) has observed from a clinical
perspective, at both the intrapersonal and interpersonal levels, narration
bears "clear implications for an understanding of self-construction and its
impediments" (p. 237). T h e combination of M.I. and narrative has been
especially important in this study as the dual nature of the approach
provides opportunities for the w o m e n to reflect on their experiences within
the broad parameters of these intelligences.
Intrapersonal intelligence is concerned with the capacity to access
one's inner life through an awareness of feelings, thoughts and ideas.
Howard Gardner (1983) has described this intelligence as the key to selfknowledge. It involves knowing one's o w n particular pattern of strengths
and weaknesses, as well as understanding h o w these m a y be regulated
or directed in order to achieve appropriate goals. From a narrative
perspective, experiences and events are discussed in terms of the
personal significance they have for the individual as the main character
within her story.
Interpersonal intelligence, on the other hand, concerns our
awareness of others and our ability to understand and respond to them
appropriately and sensitively (Gardner, 1983). It involves our capacity to
look outward, to the relationships w e share with others and the manner in
which w e position ourselves with reference to those people. It also
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this perspective w e are able to explore understandings of the self across
the variety of social contexts within which w e operate.

Inevitably, our experiences in each of these three intelligences
intertwine as w e live our lives. The experiences w e have in one domain
are frequently embedded within experiences in the other domains simply
because events do not take place in isolation. This becomes obvious as
life stories unfold and events are explored. A n examination of Linguistic
intelligence, for example, often results in a consideration of the manner in
which the individual experiences verbal interactions or their suppression.
The nature of the relationships in which these interactions have taken
place also b e c o m e s available for exploration, opening further possibilities
for the development of self-knowledge and understanding. A s this
example demonstrates, a separation of Linguistic intelligence from the
personal intelligences is a somewhat simpler exercise than disentangling
Intrapersonal from Interpersonal intelligence.
The difficulties involved in allocating experiences exclusively to
either one of the personal intelligences has become evident through
analysing the women's stories. Howard Gardner (1983) has m a d e the
following observation in regard to this point:
These two forms of knowledge are intimately intermingled
in any culture, with knowledge of one's own person
perennially dependent upon the ability to apply lessons
learned from the observation of other people, while
knowledge of others draws upon the internal
discriminations the individual routinely m a k e s (p. 241).
Whilst it is possible to engage in a theoretical discussion of each of the
personal intelligences, difficulties arise w h e n these distinctions are applied
to people's lived experiences. A s Gardner (1983) remarks, the separation
of the two becomes somewhat artificial or forced w h e n imposed in
practice. Accordingly, for the most part these two intelligences will be
treated jointly, although s o m e aspects of the women's stories demonstrate
that discussions of them as separate entities can also be fruitful.
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from the stories presented in the preceding chapter and again, within this
chapter, as accounts of linguistic ability and the personal intelligences
b e c o m e the focus. In the remainder of this chapter, m y concern is to
provide an analysis of the women's stories as they were framed within
discussions of the Linguistic and personal intelligences, lending support to
the view that explorations of abilities in these intelligences provide a
platform for reappraisal and change.
Linguistic Intelligence and the "Ethic of Voice"
According to Arthur Frank (1995), one of the hallmarks of the
postmodern age is the "ethic of voice" (p. xiii). In addition to reporting the
stories of others, the right of those others to speak out in their own voices
is supported and valued. A s researchers w e encourage and applaud this
view, recognising the power that this position can afford the speaker,
particularly w h e n that person has been subject to one form or another of
marginalisation.
To speak in one's own voice quite literally, however, is a daunting
task for m a n y people for various reasons. Explorations of Linguistic
intelligence with the w o m e n attest to the difficulties m a n y of them have
faced and to the manner in which they have confronted them. S o m e of the
issues that emerged during our interviews involved speaking directly with
others, as well as using the written word as a m e a n s of expression. In
both instances, the words of the w o m e n as they assess their o w n
expertise within this intelligence also reflect the degree of agency that
each has experienced.
Carla and Denise, for example, expressed an extreme lack of
confidence in their use of both the written and spoken word. Their
appraisals of their abilities were poor, leading them to criticise their
capacities within other intelligences as well. Narelle and Jeannie, on the
other hand, were aware of their individual competencies in regard to
Linguistic intelligence but b e c a m e able to develop their appreciation of
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Trish, although to a lesser extent, because her cautious manner had
meant that she had been more hesitant to acknowledge the abilities she
had developed. Whilst Sandy appeared competent in regard to particular
abilities within this intelligence, her short and often fragmented responses
within our interviews reflected a limited degree of agency. For each
w o m a n , then, an exploration of this intelligence revealed understandings
related to their particular abilities with language and the meanings that this
had in their lives.

Linguistic Intelligence: The Spoken Word
Carla and Denise expressed greater concern for their abilities in
regard to Linguistic intelligence than for any of the other intelligences.
Both had experienced feelings of inadequacy and inferiority in relation to
their use of language. Their concerns focussed specifically on the lack of
effectiveness they experienced in their interactions with others and both
w o m e n discussed the efforts they had m a d e to improve their individual
competencies. In both cases, thefinalprofiles of these w o m e n reflected
the increased value they were able to place on their expertise within this
area following a reappraisal of themselves through their focus on
Linguistic intelligence.
Carla's concerns with improving her oral and written skills in
English have dominated her adult life. Humiliated by a school system that
had failed to value her emerging oral skills in English or her competency in
Spanish, herfirstlanguage, Carla w a s labeled as "dumb" because of an
inability to improve her written skills. Despite efforts to increase her oral
and literacy skills, a lack of confidence continued to frame Carla's
interactions with others. During our first interview, in which she discussed
the importance of developing her ability within Linguistic intelligence, she
m a d e the following observation:
Some people bring the worst out in me. They bring out the
dumb side. As soon as they talk to me, I can't express
myself properly and I make myself be that person, the
idiot, who they want to believe I am. I am nervous, trying
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myself and
that adds
to my
frustration and
depression., .and I need my other side to come out.
Carla speaks of a sense of frustration with her linguistic skills and the
feelings of rejection and depression that accompany what she regards as
failure in this respect. W h a t is also apparent is the w a y in which she uses
an assessment of Linguistic intelligence as an indicator of her intellectual
ability overall, referring to herself as "the idiot".
The broader definition of Linguistic intelligence offered by the M.I.
profile has allowed Carla to value her competency in other languages,
altering her perception of her ability in general. This b e c a m e apparent
w h e n she discussed plans for the future and the possibility of working in a
supportive capacity with other w o m e n . A n increased assessment of her
o w n abilities in Linguistic intelligence w a s also evident in the difference
between the initial and final profiles that Carla produced. S h e increased
her assessment of Linguistic intelligence from a level of relative weakness
in the initial profile to one of relative strength in thefinalprofile. This more
positive view of her ability w a s also reflected during our final interview
w h e n she spoke with confidence about a recent encounter that previously
she would have found distressing: "Solicitors used to scare the daylights
out of m e but now... I had to deal with one recently and he was okay... I'm
getting better with people

out there". A n exploration of Linguistic

intelligence, particularly in relation to her ability to converse in languages
other than English, had helped Carla to understand the significance of her
skills. This understanding had supported her to the point that she w a s able
to value her expertise in w a y s that had not been possible before.
Discussions of Linguistic intelligence with Denise evoked
c o m m e n t s about the sound of her voice, in addition to assessments of her
general skills with language. Like Carla, Denise regarded her ability as
poor from an academic standpoint, but this judgement appeared to stem
more from her overall lack of confidence than from any evidence of
specific problems within the area. Explaining the initial assessment she
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following comment:
Well, that one [Linguistic intelligence] wouldn't be very
good. I'm so quiet...I think this course has made
me
realise just how quiet I am. I just sit there and everyone
else has got points of view and everything and I haven't.

Denise talked about the various efforts she had m a d e over the
years to improve the quality of her voice, which she described as "flat".
I did a WEA [Workers' Educational Association] course on
'Voice'. I did it twice...did exercises with sounds and read
aloud. 'Need to do more on that, she [the teacher] wrote
on the card. I did 'Assertiveness' too, but I'm no good at
that either.
She understood that there was a connection between the way in which
she expressed herself through her voice and the lack of self-confidence
she typically experienced. Her hope with elocution lessons, as well as with
the course she had undertaken, had been that by improving the timbre of
her voice, her self-confidence would also increase. However, although she
had gained a technical knowledge of voice production, she had been
unable to incorporate these understandings into her o w n actions.
Sometimes the conversation's moved along by the time
I've got ready to say what I want to say...and sometimes
I've felt like I've been in a tennis game [laughs] and they're
talking [nodding to one side], then they're talking [nodding
to the other side]. Probably the biggest thing I've had is
that I'm not good enough. That has been a big thing with
me, always, always, always.

The flow of normal conversation appeared to allow little space for
Denise to become involved and her concern remained with the connection
between her use of her own voice and the lack of confidence she
invariably felt in the company of other people. Denise believed that if she
improved her skills in language there would be greater opportunities for
interaction with others. When we talked about her potential and where her
efforts might be channeled in relation to the eight intelligences, she was
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with people".

Like Carla, Denise also increased her assessment of her ability in
Linguistic intelligence w h e n she constructed her final profile. In her case,
however, she m o v e d it from occupying the lowest point in her initial profile
to the highest in herfinalprofile. O n e of the reasons for this change w a s
the very positive feedback she received for thefinalassignments in her
course work. During our earlier interviews, Denise had mentioned these
assignments, noting that she found them particularly intimidating. O n e
assignment required her to write an essay about an issue of her choice
that affected w o m e n in s o m e way. After s o m e discussion with her I
suggested the topic of "Voice" and outlined s o m e books that might be
useful for reference purposes. The other assignment w a s an oral
presentation to her class in which each student had to research a
particular job or career, again of their own choice, and present as much
information about it as possible. Denise pursued this assignment on her
own.
She completed both assignments very effectively, receiving high
marks from her teacher for the written work and an overwhelmingly
positive response from the class as a whole for the oral presentation.
Denise related the gist of her oral presentation, which had as its focus a
career as aflorist,during ourfinalinterview:
/ felt nervous, but I felt good...I put some humour into it. I
think they were amazed [laughs]. When I opened it up I
said, 'Have I got a blooming job for you?' and then I said,
'Of course, I'm talking about being a florist. When it came
to the wages, I just said it would be more than a few petals
[laughs]. And at the end I said after we'd finished our
course we'd go on different paths, or we'd be led up the
garden path, and I hoped we'd get some bouquets on the
way.
Her teacher's comment was that both she and the other students
were overwhelmed by Denise's ability to turn the brief presentation into a
performance: "We didn't think she had it in her!" The oral presentation
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and skills she had learned elsewhere, whilst in an environment that she
had already acknowledged as accepting and supportive. T h e injection of
humour into the topic also showed a side of Denise that w a s often hidden,
usually appearing only w h e n she had gained a degree of confidence
within a conversation. The dramatic quality of this performance and the
manner in which this w a s echoed in her own voice w a s apparent, even as
she recounted the event to m e at a later time. A n exploration of her
Linguistic intelligence, coupled with the nature of the course she w a s
undertaking, had provided Denise with an opportunity to experiment with
her o w n voice. The outcome w a s revealing and rewarding, as m u c h for
herself as for her audience. T h e written assignment that Denise had
completed on the topic of "Voice", which will be discussed shortly, also
helped her to explore and reassess her abilities within Linguistic
intelligence.
In regard to the profiles of the remaining four women, all except
Narelle demonstrated increases in their assessments of expertise within
Linguistic intelligence between the initial and final profiles. Narelle rated
Linguistic intelligence at the s a m e high level in both profiles, although she
reflected a greater awareness of her prowess in this intelligence through
discussions related to her final profile. Jeannie also acknowledged her
competency within this intelligence, increasing her assessment only
minimally in herfinalprofile. Perhaps because of their acknowledgement
of the importance of this intelligence for communication, as well as the
confidence and ability they displayed, these two w o m e n were also very
sensitive to the manner in which other people m a y be disadvantaged
through an apparent lack of expertise in this area. Both expressed a
desire to work in a capacity where they could use their linguistic skills to
help others, a task that Jeannie has already undertaken in a voluntary
capacity.
Narelle had a sound understanding of Linguistic intelligence and i
significance within Western society. S h e understood the manner in whic
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sophisticated and expressed concern for the well-being of people w h o
m a y be treated unfairly because of this. Her particular concern is with
indigenous people, as well as with those w h o do not have English as their
first language. S h e viewed this intelligence as important for her, as a
student and as an aspiring teacher, because in both cases she is required
to perform with a relative degree of sophistication.
In regard to spoken language, Narelle recognised and valued the
skills she had already attained but w a s concerned with improving them so
that the content of her ideas could be more clearly conveyed to others.
Like m a n y aspiring teachers, she w a s more confident w h e n speaking to
children in a classroom than to her peers in tutorials. She explained this by
saying of the children, "its because they're younger than me, I think. I
don't feel as intimidated by them". However, she w a s also determined to
become more confident and competent with her peers, commenting in this
regard:
After yesterday's tute [in which a heated discussion had
erupted after a lecture dealing with 'Gender'], / said to
myself that I would stand up in my tute, earlier in the
session, and speak, just so that I am comfortable.
In relation to a different incident during another tutorial, Narelle had
mentioned that she needed to be clear about the points she wished to
m a k e w h e n debating with other students and lecturers. In order to do this,
she had decided to research those areas in which she needed further
information and write d o w n the points she wished to make, so that when
she spoke it would be with a degree of authority.
Jeannie was also well aware of the significance of voice and of her
own

competence

in this regard. She

valued, in particular, the

communication skills she had developed as part of her training for
voluntary work with the Police Force, recognising the comfort, as well as
the power, that well-chosen words can convey. It is interesting to
speculate, however, whether these s a m e skills also m a d e it possible for
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other people, including her family. Just as her physical presence
suggested a strong and healthy body, masking the weakness with which
she had been born, so her sophisticated use of language screened the
physical abuse she had suffered at the hands of her husband since the
first days of their marriage.

It is also interesting to speculate about the extent to which Sandy's
pattern of fragmented speech and nervous laughter m a y have masked
feelings of inadequacy. Sandy had little to say about her expertise in
Linguistic intelligence, apart from describing herself as "competent'. Her
assessment of herself in this intelligence rested almost entirely on her
abilities with the written word. She reiterated a number of times, however,
that she w a s a "good listener and able to get along well with others,
whether at work, playing sport or with her friends. However, she w a s often
at a loss for words w h e n trying to communicate her own feelings or the
perceptions others m a y have had of her. O n a number of occasions she
mentioned that she found it difficult to express ideas and feelings. Rather
than a reflection of her expertise with language, this m a y be interpreted as
an

indication

of her abilities within

the

personal

intelligences.

Nevertheless, this w a s one of the reasons she gave for her initial
assessment of Linguistic intelligence as an area of relative weakness. O n
the other hand, the increase in her assessment of Linguistic intelligence
as an area of relative strength within her final profile rested entirely on her
academic writing skills.
Although aware of the power of the spoken word in general terms,
Trish had been unaware of her o w n strength in this regard. She valued her
skills in Linguistic intelligence as both her profiles show, but her initial
assessment reflected the value she attached to the written word rather
than to her abilities with spoken language. T w o particular events led her to
reconsider what she had initially judged as a weakness within herself. O n e
of these w a s an oral presentation she had given as part of her coursework:
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speak in front of the class. It was nerve-racking. I was
astounded by the mark. Usually, I back away from public
speaking. I don't like to be the centre of attention for
anything, but I had no choice. I had to do it.
Having suppressed her o w n voice for m u c h of her life, the experience of
speaking before an audience w a s challenging. Despite being nervous,
Trish delivered her prepared speech effectively, receiving positive
feedback from both her teacher and the other students in her class,
boosting her confidence enormously.
The other event that had helped Trish to appreciate her ability in
Linguistic intelligence involved the comments of one of her friends w h o
had overheard an argument between Trish and her ex-husband's new
wife. The friend w a s impressed by the articulate manner in which Trish
expressed her views, particularly w h e n under pressure. Through our
discussions of Linguistic intelligence, Trish c a m e to recognise the power
that a quiet and controlled voice can have w h e n ideas are expressed in an
articulate manner, a skill she c a m e to see herself as developing.
Other comments provided evidence of the manner in which Trish
had experienced silence or the suppression of her voice. She had
mentioned in an earlier interview that, as a child, she had been taught to
be "humble" which she took to m e a n silent, rather than to draw attention to
herself. In addition, within her marriage it w a s "easier to shut up" rather
than engage in a dispute with her husband. Even catching a bus or a taxi
had been impossible for her w h e n she w a s married because it involved
talking to people with w h o m she w a s unfamiliar. In the short space of time
since her marriage had ended, Trish had accepted the challenges
involved in "getting on with life" and in speaking for herself and, through
an examination of Linguistic intelligence, she c a m e to recognise and value
the abilities she w a s clearly developing.
In various ways, discussions of Linguistic intelligence enabled the
w o m e n to investigate and assess their use of the spoken language. Whilst
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individual experiences, points of convergence are also apparent.
Importantly, it w a s the degree of agency that each w o m a n w a s able to
exercise that also b e c a m e available for scrutiny when this aspect of
Linguistic intelligence w a s explored.

Linguistic Intelligence: The Written Word
It is also evident that the w o m e n understood that ability within
Linguistic intelligence is often taken as a measure of general intellectual
ability. Given that w e live in a literate society in which the skills associated
with language are highly valued, this idea is not surprising. In addition, the
w o m e n involved in this project were all undertaking various courses of
study that required assessment that w a s generally based on their linguistic
skills. Inevitably, s o m e of the discussion that took place in response to
Linguistic intelligence also reflected this factor, encouraging a detailed
examination of the manner in which individual skills could be improved.
Similar patterns are evident in the women's appraisals of their
expertise with the written word when compared with their spoken skills.
Carla and Denise both expressed concern initially about their lack of
expertise, whilst Narelle, Jeannie and Trish displayed greater confidence.
Sandy, again, regarded her expertise as "adequate" but placed great store
in the assessments she received through her coursework.
Carla's childhood, for example, was marked by a school system
that had assessed her as intellectually inferior because her skills in
English as a written language were not academically acceptable.
Specialist teaching services were not available for her to develop the skills
she required for competency in English and punitive measures were
imposed by the school system. Carla's perception of her own lack of
ability, based on the judgements m a d e of her by others, led to an overriding concern in adulthood with improving her English language skills. Her
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competently and with confidence. The following statement reflects this:
When I was a little girl I never thought I'd be able to read
and write...but when I was a mother, I looked at my son's
books one day and I could do it. That's why I'm doing this
course and doing it over...I'm fixing myself and trying to
get out there and be strong and saying, 'No, I don't
understand that and there's got to be a reason, so tell me
how'.
As an adult Carla has c o m e to recognise that her linguistic skills can be
improved, given the appropriate tuition and the effort she is prepared to
expend. Her persistence in pursuing this goal also reflects ability within
Intrapersonal intelligence, an attribute Carla had not recognised within
herself before constructing her profile.

Denise's initially poor appraisal of her expertise with the written
word was changed quite dramatically when she wrote an essay on the
topic of "Voice" as an issue in the lives of w o m e n . The experience of
researching this area and putting her ideas into a written form helped her
to understand the power of the written word. That emotions can be
expressed through the medium of art w a s something she had recognised
before, particularly in regard to herself when talking about artwork in
relation to Spatial intelligence. However, she became able to understand
that they can also be released through writing and her essay was a very
practical demonstration of how this m a y be achieved.
Both the oral presentation mentioned earlier, as well as the written
essay, heralded new ways for Denise to understand her own abilities in
regard to Linguistic intelligence. Denise's observations in relation to
herself when discussing the written assignment were also revealing:
/ said we all had a voice, a different voice, and I said that
we should be sensitive to the quiet people too, that they
still have feelings and they mightn't want to say things and
sometimes they do want to say things but they don't. It
was mainly that we all had our own voice, sort of thing...I
wrote something else too, about women being in high
positions...When I was saying 'there's power in speech' I
could see power in the written word too now.
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speaking but not the other...I think I've just gone on and
let everybody else have their opinions and not had any of
my own. I've been too frightened to say something, so I've
just...I can see the power now...I can see people now
releasing emotions and everything when they're writing.
T h e experience of researching this topic and of then applying s o m e of the
ideas that she had discovered to her own situation enabled Denise to
understand the value of different voices. She recognised that w e can
choose w h e n to speak and when not to speak and that w e need to be
sensitive to the different voices of others, just as they need to be sensitive
to us. A n understanding of voice from this perspective helped Denise to
develop a greater degree of insight into herself and the control she is able
to exert.

Trish, on the other hand, was well aware of the power behind the
written word and could value her own ability in this regard. The marks she
received for her coursework were high, reflecting the increasing skills she
w a s developing.
My written work comes out well. Different words come out
'cause you use words in writing that you don't use when
you're speaking. I'm pulling these words out that I would
never actually speak and they seem all right [laughs].
Trish took great pleasure and pride in producing essays that were well
written. Her confidence in her own expertise increased accordingly with
her engagement in academic assignments.

Narelle writes competently and recognises that her work is
improving all the time. S h e enjoys the challenges that written assignments
bring and has demonstrated a creative approach in her responses to
them. Again, she is keen to improve her skills, in part so that her marks for
assignments will increase, but also because she views this as an area in
which teachers need to excel if they wish to set a positive example for
their students. She understands very well the power that underpins the
ability to speak in one's o w n voice, as well as the lack of power that is so
frequently associated with silence or the suppression of voice. In addition,
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m a y not be expressed so effectively in verbal form.
Jeannie was also interested in the power of the written word and
she spoke particularly about the use of poetry as a form of expressing her
emotions. Creating p o e m s w a s a habit she had developed as a child,
sometimes writing down her thoughts and feelings in order to release
tension and, at other times, simply as an expression of what she w a s
thinking. The fact that these poems were never shared attested to the very
private nature of this activity, allowing her to hide feelings that she
regarded as very personal. However, the act of writing itself is one she
enjoyed and perhaps accounts, at least in part, for the sophisticated skills
she demonstrated throughout her course work.
Sandy increased her assessment of Linguistic intelligence from an
area of relative weakness in the initial profile to one of relative strength in
the final profile. This increase in assessment reflected the positive
feedback that she had received for her written assignments after the
increased effort she had put into them. She commented on the effort she
had m a d e in this regard that "I had to make myself more interested in
reading". She also anticipated further improvement of her skills in this area
as she gained more experience with her course work.

Summary
Language does not simply mirror our thoughts but rather, as w e
speak, w e construct meaning through the action of our words. The notion
that talk is action reflects the idea that language is performative. In other
words, w h e n w e speak w e take part in a performance of acting in and on
the world (Drewery, Winslade & Monk, 2000). This sentiment can be
argued in regard to the written word as well, since it is also through writing
that our ideas take shape (Vygotsky, 1962; 1978). Telling their own
stories, then, allowed the w o m e n to give shape to their experiences, whilst
asking them to investigate and assess their abilities within Linguistic
intelligence provided each w o m a n with opportunities to analyse and

\
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to look at the ways in which her use of language shapes her interactions
with others and, ultimately, her perceptions of herself. The self-knowledge
and understandings gained from this experience led to dramatic changes
in the ways in which Carla and Denise viewed their abilities and, to varying
degrees, this occurred with most of the other w o m e n as well.
The Personal Intelligences: Integrated Knowledges
A s I have argued above, explorations of the Intrapersonal and
Interpersonal intelligences provide opportunities for self-knowledge and
understanding that are typically developed within the contexts of
relationships shared with other people. Discriminating between these two
intelligences is frequently difficult, however, because of the manner in
which abilities in each area are integrated with one another. Nevertheless,
the w o m e n were able to speak about these intelligences separately in
ways that demonstrated

particular understandings. In regard to

Intrapersonal intelligence, for example, all of the w o m e n recognised the
importance of developing a degree of insight into their own thinking and
behaviour. In addition, they spoke of self-motivation and achievement as
valued elements of abilities within this intelligence. As for Interpersonal
intelligence, all of the w o m e n identified the importance of the skills needed
for developing relationships, as well as the significance that ability in this
area can have for personal happiness and success.
When turning to the women's relationships with others in more
detail, however, it became apparent that experiences and abilities related
to the personal intelligences cannot always be separated so easily.
Accordingly, following an account of the ways in which the w o m e n initially
addressed

their experiences

of

Intrapersonal

and

Interpersonal

intelligences, these two personal intelligences will be presented jointly.
The contexts that relationships provide for developing self-knowledge and
understandings, particularly in regard to the sense each individual
developed of herself as a w o m a n , will become the focus for attention.
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Intrapersonal intelligence refers to the capacity of the individual to
shape a viable and coherent model of the self so that experiences and
behaviours can be effectively orchestrated in ways that have meaning for
that person (Gardner, 1983). In regard to narrative, Robert Neimeyer
(2000) suggests that, at the intrapersonal level, "people construct a
meaningful story of not only the events that constitute their lives but also
themselves as protagonists" (p. 211). A n exploration of Intrapersonal
intelligence makes it possible for us to develop an understanding of
ourselves as individuals, of our emotional lives and of the part w e take in
shaping the events and experiences of our lives. The self-knowledge and
understanding that w e develop enables us to draw on the ever-increasing
wealth of our inner experiences.
All six women understood the significance of Intrapersonal
intelligence as a potent force in shaping their lives, although assessments
of individual levels of ability varied greatly. This intelligence w a s rated as a
leading or relative strength by all of the w o m e n except Narelle, w h o
viewed her ability as poor in comparison with the other intelligences.
Despite increasing her assessment of her abilities slightly in her final
profile, she emphasised the importance of continuing to work towards the
aims she had set for herself. Trish and Carla, on the other hand, assessed
their competence in Intrapersonal intelligence at a high level in both their
initial and final profiles. Jeannie w a s also able to identify her strengths in
this intelligence, increasing her assessment of her abilities slightly in her
final profile, whilst Sandy maintained her rating of her expertise as
relatively high across both profiles. Denise w a s hesitant about her abilities
in this intelligence but increased her assessment slightly in her final
profile. Each w o m a n w a s able to speak about her inner life in various
ways, acknowledging individual strengths and weaknesses as well as
goals for the future.
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All of the w o m e n acknowledged the importance of self-motivation
and of being able to set goals of one kind or another in their lives.
However, the manner in which each w o m a n discussed her ability to
pursue these goals varied. Trish, for example, spoke about her strength in
this area in a positive manner, providing examples of her ability. Carla also
acknowledged the importance of being motivated and pursuing particular
goals but, despite assessing her ability in this intelligence as a leading
strength, she remained somewhat negative in her perception of herself in
regard to her achievements. Jeannie acknowledged the importance of this
aspect of her life but then distanced herself from it by talking about her
daughter's experiences rather than her own. Denise regarded her abilities
as poor because she viewed herself as being unable to put her plans into
action. In c o m m o n with Denise, Narelle w a s very critical of her ability to
set goals and then pursue them, seeing this as a weakness that she
needed to address. Sandy had little to say about self-motivation except
that she w a s able to implement plans within her place of work.
Trish's response to my question about her assessment of
Intrapersonal intelligence as a leading strength w a s immediate: "I actually
think I'm good at this". S h e acknowledged her ability for self-analysis, as
well as her expertise in setting goals and pursuing them, but was cautious
about what she d e e m e d "appropriate goals", keeping her aims modest
rather than attempting to "shoot for the stars". She also m a d e an
observation of Intrapersonal intelligence as a distinct area of intelligence:
Its really interesting when you're actually judging yourself
'cause, for instance, the Intrapersonal, you don't think of
that as skills. You do think about Interpersonal skills but
you don't sort of look at it [intelligence] in terms of how you
get on yourself.
This w a s an area that Trish enjoyed exploring, perhaps because as she
mentioned on a number of occasions she is a "fringe-dweller" w h o
observes others intently and w h o also spends time reflecting on her o w n
thoughts and behaviours.
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Trish observed the change in standards she now set for herself, compared
with w h e n she had first entered her course. She observed of herself: "I
find confidence is what I'm getting here. That's what I've gained from this
school is confidence". Entering her course with an apparent lack of skills,
she w a s determined to do as well as she could and, consequently, worked
extremely hard to achieve this. Through our discussions of Intrapersonal
intelligence, she w a s able to observe a difference in her own attitude to
the marks she received now and the standard she w a s prepared to accept
of herself, compared with when shefirstbegan the course:
My position in the class doesn't matter to me. I need to
look at my mark and think, 'Do I deserve that?'.. .For me to
come in here and come from the bottom of the class to the
middle, I'm wasting my time. For me, I need to come in
and do really well, not first, but well. If I can get 75% I am
happy, or more, 78% to 79%, 'cause 75% is only threequarters. I need to do better than that...I'm more
competitive than I thought I'd be.
This ability to set goals and to achieve them was one that Trish had only
begun to appreciate in recent times, after her husband had left.
Recognising the changes within herself and the personal standards she
set as she accomplished her goals also reflected Trish's ability to analyse
her o w n thoughts and actions effectively, leading to an increased selfknowledge and understanding.

Carla also rated Intrapersonal intelligence as one of the leading
strengths in her initial profile. Her reason for this was that she had set
herself the goal of becoming literate and getting a job and she w a s
pursuing this in a determined manner. She saw herself as "fixing" her
problems and "getting hold" of herself by becoming literate and she w a s
able to identify s o m e of the advances she had m a d e during recent years.
Although she w a s not always able to value her achievements, she
appeared driven to pursue her goals. As I summarised Carla's
experiences at one point and presented m y understanding of her life story
to her, she explained:

\
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haven't done much besides raising my children...its not
enough...not enough for me personally...not enough for the
world when they judge me...but this inner self, that's telling
me I've got to do this [help others] ever since I can
remember.
Carla's determination is evident, as is her perception that others m a y not
value her or the efforts she has already m a d e

in fulfilling the

responsibilities she has undertaken. However, it is the enduring sense she
has had of an "inner self driving her forward that has helped her to identify
and pursue the goals she has set for herself. Identifying this "inner self as
an aspect of Intrapersonal intelligence helped Carla to value her efforts as
well as her abilities within this area.
Jeannie's capacity for self-knowledge and analysis was revealed a
number of times as she spoke of various experiences and the strength
she has drawn through overcoming obstacles of both a physical and
emotional nature. She acknowledged this capacity as a strength within
herself and as a quality that w a s respected by others. She also spoke of
setting goals and pursuing them as important but spoke about this
capacity more through reference to her six-year-old daughter than to
herself. S h e observed that she and her daughter were very much alike
and mentioned that she had taken a dictionary out one day to show her
daughter that "there is no such word as 'can't. You can do anything if you
really want to". Being prepared to set goals and pursue them is something
that Jeannie values within herself and admires in others. She also noted
that her daughter is quite stubborn, setting high standards and not being
prepared to do something, for example in dance or sports, at least in
public, unless she can do it perfectly. These sentiments were echoed a
number of times in regard to Jeannie's desire to be able to do well in
areas that she valued.
When undertaking course-work, Jeannie's assignments were
always well presented and generally completed ahead of time. In addition,
she always received high marks. She agreed that she w a s motivated to
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observed that, at school, she had regarded herself as at "the lower end of
average". However, by completing the work involved in the current course
and, by gaining good marks, her estimation of her academic ability had
increased.
I've learned from this course that I am probably more
intelligent than I thought I was. Its just funny to get to the
age of 30 and then realise you're capable of school work.
Jeannie w a s able to value the efforts she put into her course-work and, as
she c a m e to understand her strengths in this intelligence, her selfknowledge and confidence increased accordingly.
Denise, on the other hand, spoke of herself relatively poorly in
regard to Intrapersonal intelligence, although she rated her expertise as a
relative strength. S h e observed of herself that she had "never been a
goal-setter person", however, she did talk about pursuing various courses
aimed at self-improvement. Apart from elocution classes, she had taken a
grooming and deportment course designed to help people present
themselves effectively to improve their chances of finding a job. The
course included components on etiquette, interpersonal skills and dress,
but Denise commented:
/ don't think it was worth the money but I was glad I did it,
just for doing it. I'd always wanted to do it. I do these
things and then I don't take them any further.
Much like the elocution lessons, Denise gained an understanding of the
content of the material presented but had not put the techniques into
operation. S h e c a m e to realise that although she enjoyed participating in
these courses, their relevance to her life w a s limited unless she could
assign s o m e meaning to them. She demonstrated an ability to do this
when she presented the speech to her class, as well as completing the
essay on "Voice", mentioned earlier. Her success with these assignments
encouraged her to speak about her potential in Intrapersonal intelligence
as one that could be developed.
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them. S h e saw Intrapersonal intelligence as one in which she rated poorly
and talked about the need to put "the lessons" she learned through her
experiences into action.
/ feel that I'm always learning and that...I've learned a lot
of lessons in my life, but to be a better person I need to be
able to develop those things...! need to act on those
lessons I've learned rather than doing it again and
again...It would make me a better person, if I listened to
what my self was saying. We always say, 7 should do this
or that, but whether you do them or not...And I think
perhaps I haven't been putting them into operation or
listening to myself and I need to. I think I need to allow
more time to develop that side of me and to allow that to
come out.
Narelle's frustration for what she sees as her failure to learn the "lessons
of life" has led her to de-value what it is that she has achieved. At one
point I commented that she had never wavered in her responsibilities
towards her children, assuming complete care for them and that this could
be regarded as an achievement in itself. In a similar manner, the course
she is currently undertaking has required a high degree of commitment
and, again, she is meeting those demands. Even her analysis of the way
in which she had lived her life spoke of insight and strength within
Intrapersonal intelligence. Whilst she agreed with m y observations,
Narelle w a s concerned that she had not yet "learned enough" for her to
value herself as one w h o can effectively set and pursue "appropriate
goals".
Sandy, on the other hand, gave little attention to her ability to set
goals and pursue them, although that she has done this has been evident
in the course she has undertaken to gain admission to the University. She
was able to acknowledge that, at work, she has a capacity for setting
goals and working with others to pursue them and, in this regard,
assessed her abilities within both of the personal intelligences as high.
With encouragement to speak about herself, however, Sandy did
express interest in the notion of Intrapersonal intelligence as an area in
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she become aware of the significance that these abilities may have in her
life. She mentioned an awareness of mood changes within herself that
she attributed to hormonal fluctuations, commenting that she needs to
overcome these variations and the influence they have on her in order to
deal with stressful situations more effectively.
/ think if I knew how to handle stress better, with stress
management...In the last two weeks, everybody wanted
me for something [laughs]. / got a bit flustered by it all.
Is that what you m e a n by hormonal? Yes, but especially
when my periods are due I get more upset, off the handle,
break down in tears and, of course, there's always the
money thing.
The m o n e y thing? Being a student, needing to pay rent,
buy food. I feel a bit [laughs]. My husband is being so
wonderfully supportive, I feel like I'm not contributing on
that side of it. He's struggling to pay rent and I go, 7 can't
help you. I've got no money'. I feel like I'm letting him
down, having to ask for money to buy lunch and petrol.
We get by, we get over it. That's why I come and go a bit,
sort of lose it a bit at times [laughs]. / think, 'Am I doing the
right thing?' then the next day I'm all right [laughs].
Sandy is under pressure for a number of reasons at the moment.
Apart from being a student and struggling with the demands of her course,
she was married within the last twelve months and has moved to a new
area in order to establish a home. She has been financially independent
since shortly after leaving school and now finds herself dependent on her
husband as he faces pressures of a similar nature. Sandy understood the
nature of some of the problems she was experiencing and, shortly after
this interview, she found part-time work that alleviated tension from some
elements of her situation. However, she remained concerned that her
body often dictated the changes in emotions she experienced, reflecting
perhaps an inability to some extent to assume greater responsibility for
herself.
As Howard Gardner (1983) has observed, explorations of
Intrapersonal intelligence involve examining the self-knowledge and
understandings that have been developed about one's own behaviour,
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they engaged in this opportunity to reflect on their abilities, yet all six
commented that they had never before considered the experiences of
which they spoke as being related to "intelligence". The opportunity to
focus on Intrapersonal intelligence increased the degree of insight each
w o m a n had into herself and, as the profiles reflect, it enabled most of the
w o m e n to value their particular abilities in n e w ways.
Interpersonal Intelligence: A knowledge of Others
Interpersonal intelligence concerns the relationships w e share with
others and our ability to distinguish between the feelings, m o o d s and
motives of other people (Gardner, 1983). It involves our capacity to
respond to others sensitively and is often demonstrated through empathy,
as well as through the ability to work co-operatively and collaboratively
with other people. In terms of narrative, Robert Neimeyer (2000) suggests
that the interpersonal level can be regarded "not so much as a w a y of
representing a personal reality as a w a y of constituting a social reality" (p.
213). In other words, the contexts of the different relationships in which w e
operate reflect the manner in which w e position ourselves, as well as the
ways in which w e are positioned by others.
Narelle and Sandy assessed Interpersonal intelligence as a leading
strength across their initial andfinalprofiles, whilst Denise, Jeannie, Carla
and Trish increased their assessment of expertise in this intelligence
between their initial and final profiles. All of the w o m e n spoke of the
various relationships they shared with other people, often reflecting the
self-knowledge

and

understandings

that emerged

through

these

experiences. Importantly, each w o m a n w a s also able to speak of her own
abilities in this intelligence as she participated in a variety of different
relationships.
Interpersonal Skills as a Means of Knowing Others
Narelle and Sandy assessed their abilities in Interpersonal
intelligence as a leading strength in their initial and final profiles for similar
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the skills that are involved

in effective

relationships and judged them to be of continuing importance for her. She
identified herself as an active listener and able to understand others
because she is sensitive to their perspectives. Her relationships with
family members, however, have been less than harmonious but she
understands this situation as one that has arisen because of continuing
family tensions, rather than as a lack of interpersonal skills on her part.
Narelle also has an understanding of the manner in which her abilities in
this area have increased over recent years.

Despite recognising and valuing the skills she has in her general
interactions with other people, Narelle spoke differently of the pattern her
relationships had taken in the past with various men.
/ don't really know what is expected in a relationship, I
think, or what a real relationship involves. And I think I'm
attracting, or attracted to, the wrong sort of person to help
me. But it doesn't work. I tend to give, like, with my first
husband, when he was having problems at work, we all
went and did what he wanted to do and I went off too. And
my interests were never met. They were pushed aside.
And I tend to do that all the time, until now [laughs]. Maybe
I've learned the lesson at long last, maybe. I think it was a
long process.
Reflecting on her relationships with different partners, Narelle realised that
she had suppressed her own values in order to meet the demands
imposed by those relationships. She looked for love and security in these
involvements but commented that she had paid a high price for this.
Narelle's aunt had been instrumental in helping her to understand
the approach she takes to other people in general, as well as the
particular effects this has w h e n she has become involved with a man.
/ tend to meet someone and want to help, do this and do
that. As my auntie calls it, 'You're always taking the potato
salad. You're always doing it...whenever you go to the
party, you always take the potato salad'. You're always the
reliable one, always, and sometimes you have to say 'no'.
Sometimes, for yourself and your family, you've got to say,
'Look, I can't do that. I think that's something that I've
learned now.
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has developed but she remains concerned that she must m a k e effective
use of this knowledge. T h e "potato salad aunt", as Narelle refers to her,
has helped Narelle by supporting rather than judging her. The relationship
they share bears m a n y of the qualities that Narelle hopes to develop in
her involvements with other people.

Sandy regarded the skills involved in Interpersonal intelligence as
important because her work in the hospitality industry requires that she
"gets along well with other people". S h e also commented that she has
never been shy or had difficulty meeting others and she views her own
ability as high in this regard, assessing this area as her leading strength in
both profiles. S h e also observed that whichever career she eventually
chose to follow, it would be likely to involve skills in the interpersonal area.
Her mention of nursing, for example, reflected her belief that her skills
would be especially useful w h e n working with others in this capacity.
Trish rated her ability in Interpersonal intelligence as a relative
strength across both profiles, increasing her assessment slightly in her
final profile. S h e acknowledged the pleasure she takes in the longer-term
relationships she shares with others, although she recognised that she
w a s slow to m a k e friends or to present herself openly to others, preferring
instead to observe other people. Trish m a d e the following comment in
regard to her competency within the area of Interpersonal intelligence:
This is hard for me because I communicate great with
people that I'm comfortable with, you know, with my
family, with my children, with friends...then I'm really good
at this. Then, if you put me out into somewhere I'm not
comfortable, then it takes me a long time to get
comfortable.
A lack of confidence is perhaps evident here although increased
opportunities for meeting other people have arisen, not always by her
choice, since her husband left. Of her potential Trish noted:
I'm much better at that [Interpersonal intelligence] than I
was and I might be better than I think. I'm not good at
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not as good as I am with me [Intrapersonal intelligence],
but it's up there somewhere.
A greater degree of involvement with others has led to more confidence in
her abilities and this is also reflected through her profiles. Whilst
Intrapersonal intelligence continued to be assessed as a leading strength,
Trish understood that her abilities in the Interpersonal area were
increasing.

Carla assessed her ability in the area of Interpersonal intelligence
as a relative strength because of the strong bonds she shares with family
and friends. At the s a m e time, however, she w a s concerned that her lack
of literacy and fluency in English acted as a barrier to the interactions she
had with other people.
It's difficult for people to take you as who you are. As soon
as people know that you're not that well in your reading
and that...They seem to see you as a different thing so
that they have no picture into you. They try and keep
away...To be accepted, that is important. And if you're not
accepted, that's when you start to channel yourself away.
It makes you feel like you shouldn't be here.
Being accepted by others is clearly important for Carla but the feelings of
inadequacy she developed as a child continue to haunt her. Her
nervousness w h e n she is speaking, especially with strangers or to those
with w h o m she feels intimidated, compounds the problem and she can
feel herself withdrawing from other people at times because of the
judgements she believes that they make. Familiarity with others, however,
leads to increased confidence for Carla in her interactions with them, and
she acknowledged

the very

positive nature of the longer-term

relationships she shares with friends.
Jeannie regarded Interpersonal intelligence as a leading strength
across both profiles. She commented that, even as a child, her ability was
well developed in this area:
Even at school, everyone came to me with their problems.
I suppose they saw me as someone who would listen to
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part of the understanding is having been through so much
myself.. .it's not really sympathy but empathy.
Jeannie is confident in her approaches to others, as well as being an
astute observer of people, an attribute she has built on through the
courses in communication and counselling that she has undertaken. S h e
has also observed that most people respond in a positive manner to her,
regardless of the circumstances. A s evidence of her ability in Interpersonal
intelligence Jeannie cited the frequency with which she is called in to help
negotiate domestic disputes in her voluntary capacity with the Police
Force.

Denise spoke of Interpersonal intelligence as an area of weakness
within her initial profile, increasing it to a leading strength in the final
profile. T h e reason for this increase w a s that initially, although she
recognised her ability as a listener in relationships, she had not valued this
as a contribution to the interaction in any way. The lack of confidence she
typically experienced in her ability with language also affected the
development of relationships with other people, leading her to withdraw
from situations that required direct interaction. Through discussion,
however, she c a m e to see listening as a skill and to understand that the
sensitivity to others that she displays is crucial as they tell their stories.
All of the women regarded Interpersonal intelligence as one that
played a significant part in their lives, both through their involvement with
family m e m b e r s and also in the course of their daily lives as they
encountered other people. T h e abilities involved in communicating with
others and being sensitive to their needs were highly valued, with each
w o m a n remarking on the likelihood of her skills developing through
continued interactions with others. A detailed investigation of Interpersonal
intelligence appeared to encourage a more critical view of their o w n
abilities, as well as the abilities that others display.
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As I have already mentioned, distinctions between various aspects
of the personal intelligences are blurred simply because of the dynamics
of our lived experiences. A relationship that is shared with another
provides a context for exploring abilities in both Interpersonal and
Intrapersonal intelligences. This has been evident in instances of the
women's stories as they have been presented so far and, for some, it
became more apparent as they continued to explore these two
dimensions over the period of the interviews. The words of Trish, Narelle
and Jeannie, in particular, provide evidence of the ways in which abilities
in both intelligences allowed these w o m e n to reach understandings about
themselves within the contexts of the relationships they shared with their
husbands.
Trish clearly recognised her standing within her family as a
"mediator" and a "peacemaker", roles she shared with her father.
However, she commented that subtle changes had taken place within her
after her marriage breakdown as she learned to take greater control in her
own life. She related an incident involving an older sister w h o she judged
as being overly critical of her. In the past, Trish observed, she would have
felt hurt by the remarks that were leveled at her but would not have
confronted her sister. O n this recent occasion, however, she had retaliated
by stating her case in a firm but calm manner. She w a s pleased with her
own control in handling the situation competently and noted that her sister
had later telephoned to apologise. Asserting herself in this way had
earned her the respect of her sister as well as improving her selfconfidence and sense of agency.
As we discussed this incident, it occurred to Trish that similar
changes had taken place in her relationship with her husband. She
mentioned that she had been the "silent partner" in their relationship until
just before he left:
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know, you don't rock the boat, you don't stir things up.
Often, you find that you're talking but nobody's listening.
She observed that her husband "was not a good communicator...doesn't
speak to you, he speaks at you. You just have to nod occasionally". Trish
c a m e to understand that although initially she had viewed her husband as
orchestrating the breakdown of their relationship, her part in it had been
greater than she had recognised at the time.

As we spoke about her reaction to her husband's somewhat abrupt
departure she m a d e the point that perhaps during the last few years of
their marriage she had been less compliant than in the earlier years of
their relationship.
/ was really much stronger than him. Maybe I bounced
back because I was already on the track anyway. When I
look back I think, 7 had a role to play in this'. I think I had
started to mature. I had changed but he wasn't really
changing.
Trish appeared surprised by this self-revelation but acknowledged the
gradual changes that she had experienced within their relationship. A s she
saw it, she w a s challenging the balance of power in their relationship as
she c a m e to have more confidence in herself. Whilst feeling overwhelmed
by her husband's rejection of herself and the children when he left, she
had quickly found the resources within her to deal effectively with the
situation. Recounting her story m a d e it possible for Trish to appreciate the
increasingly active role she had played within the relationship with her
husband and, ultimately, in its dissolution.
Like Trish, Narelle was surprised when she considered the part she
had played in the breakdown of her last marriage. She observed that her
ex-husband had "accused" her of planning to leave him and that he saw
the place she had secured for herself within the University as part of an
overall plan to gain independence from him. She had rejected his
accusation initially but, when I questioned her about how she now saw the
situation, she acknowledged that perhaps there was s o m e truth in what he

-188had said. Again, like Trish, she had found herself becoming less compliant
within the relationship she shared with her husband. This w a s eventually
manifested in her decision to undertake the course she is currently
pursuing, representing her attempt to establish a more productive pathway
for the future.

When speaking about the changes she had made to her life during
the year since her separation from her husband, Narelle m a d e the
following observation:
Even from a year ago, I'm a totally different person, a
much stronger person. I'm doing things for me. I think that
makes me stronger. I'm happier with what I'm doing in my
life, whereas a year ago I wasn't happy and I couldn't find
anything that would make me happy...It was the end of a
relationship. I'm happier now because being an individual
is much better and I think, being by myself, that's what I
can be...Maybe its not the other person's fault, but I've
set the ground rules now.
Acknowledging her part in the relationship and its breakdown helped
Narelle to develop insights about herself that had eluded her before. She
w a s able to understand that control within one's life is often a matter of
degree, rather than absolute power, but that she has the resources to
structure her life and the direction she wishes to take.
The recent separation between Jeannie and her husband had taken
place at her insistence. Jeannie had decided to m a k e public the violent
nature of her husband within their relationship after having kept it a secret
from an early point in their married life. Unlike Trish and Narelle, Jeannie
had considered the action she anticipated taking and had put it into effect
in a determined manner, drawing support from the legal system. In her
case, she w a s able to draw on the knowledge and understandings about
herself that she had gained through the experience of an earlier
separation.
Jeannie regards her husband leaving home when her two children
were still infants as one of her most significant learning experiences. At
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overwhelmed to find herself suddenly alone with the two children.
Although there w a s s o m e practical support from her family, there w a s very
little in the w a y of emotional support, with Jeannie's mother blaming her for
her husband's rejection of her. However, like Trish and Narelle, Jeannie
found that she w a s able to cope and that she w a s successful:
It actually made me a lot stronger.. .Having him away for six
months made me realise I was really a better person than I
had thought before that I was. It really raised my evaluation
of myself, just that I had to do it and I proved to myself and
everyone else that I could do it. And I did it well.
Jeannie gained a m u c h greater appreciation of her own resources than
had been the case previously, to the point where she was able to dictate
the terms of her husband's return. She mentioned this event w h e n
speaking about her more recent separation, observing that her earlier
experiences had enabled her to draw on those personal resources in a
determined effort to stop her husband's abusive behaviour toward her.
These accounts involve the relationships of three of the women
with their husbands. It is perhaps because of the more dramatic nature of
these

interactions that a

greater sense

of self-knowledge

and

understanding w a s drawn from them. A s all of the w o m e n noted, w h e n the
initial feelings of despair related to a marriage breakdown had been
overcome, the situation proved to be a learning experience of enormous
magnitude. M u c h of what w a s gained during this process involved selfknowledge, but an awareness of these understandings w a s crystallised
through detailed discussion. A consideration of abilities within the personal
intelligences provided opportunities for exploring these experiences
further and supporting the self-revelations that gradually emerged.

Denise had also spoken of her marriage breakdown as a learning
experience but, unlike these three w o m e n , the outcome appeared to be
less dramatic for her. Denise had little to say about her husband except
that she had felt unhappy within the relationship. She pointed out that
"there was nothing wrong with him, he wasn't violent or anything" but,

- 190rather, she felt trapped in a "loveless" relationship. She believed that both
she and her husband had been suffering from depression and that their
lack of ability to communicate m a d e the situation worse. She mentioned
an incident that had occurred just before she left her husband which
seemed to encapsulate the terms of their relationship:
He tried to say sorry one day and I went to the bathroom,
so he thought I was locking myself away. Then I went to
Marriage Guidance but I didn't really go to get back with
him, just sort of because it [a divorce] is supposed to be
this big sin, so that was why I went. And he [the
counsellor] wrote to Rob but Rob wouldn't go.
Denise's o w n lack of confidence in speaking, as well as an inability they
both experienced in communicating with one another, appear to have set
the stage for the dissolution of their relationship. Other experiences, such
as those already mentioned relating to Linguistic intelligence have also
had an impact on her understanding of herself.
Sandy, on the other hand, had found great difficulty in speaking of
relationships and of self-knowledge that could be drawn from them.
Invariably, when I attempted to encourage her to speak she would shake
her head and say, "I'll have to think about that". O n one occasion,
however, I pursued this line of discussion and asked her how she
imagined others might see her if she could stand in their shoes for a
moment.
/ don't know...Its like, when I started this course I had
longer hair but when I came in and I'd shaved it off, this
woman said, 'Oh! That really suits your personality'. So,
she had made some judgements about me that were fairly
definite [laughs]. Not sure what she thought.
Sandy concluded from the woman's comments that aspects of her
personality were open to other people through the relationships she
shared with them but she w a s unclear about what those aspects might be.
In general, Sandy appeared keen to present herself in a positive
light to other people, hoping that they would accept and like her. For m y
part, however, I found myself interpreting her nervous manner and speech
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impression I had gained, I w a s interested in an event she spoke of during
the last minutes of ourfinalinterview.
At the age of 19 I had an abortion, so that sort of changed
my whole thing about sex and relationships and all those
kinds of things [laughs] and reproduction. That had a
pretty big impact on my life. Its not a good or a bad thing,
but it's something to learn by I learned to be more
responsible, look after yourself, can't let anybody influence
your reasoning, being true to yourself. Not that I didn't
want to have sex [laughs] but you have to think of the
consequences.
The timing of her disclosure, as well as its nature, led m e to speculate
about the sadness I witnessed in her. It seemed to m e that perhaps the
knowledge and understandings she had gained of herself through her
relationships with others were kept hidden, just as this event had been
hidden from her parents and friends. Sandy's nervous manner, the
reluctance to explore her inner life and the apparent lack of awareness of
the view others might have of her, pointed to feelings of inadequacy. It
seemed that the interviews had provided an opportunity for her to speak
about herself more than she would otherwise, perhaps allowing her to
develop greater understandings of herself, but that this process needed to
continue in order to be of real benefit for her.
Inevitably, the women were all able to speak of themselves within
other relationships from their various positions of daughters, sisters,
mothers and friends. Through examining these relationships it w a s
possible for them to understand the knowledge of themselves that they
had gained and the manner in which interpretations of earlier experiences
influenced later events in their lives. Within the scope of this work it is
impossible to present an account of all of these stories. The events that
have been recounted, however, represent experiences that the w o m e n
regarded as important in terms of the knowledge they had gained of
themselves within the contexts of particular relationships.
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Woman

Exploring the personal intelligences encourages investigation of the
different influences that affect various relationships, as well as the
consequences these influences may have for the individual in question. At
various points within the interviews, the question of being a w o m a n and of
the manner in which this may or may not influence one's understandings
of experiences arose. Of the six women, Sandy was the only one unable
to comment on this idea. A s I have already mentioned, she often
experienced difficulty in talking about herself or about the perceptions
others m a y have had of her. This was also the case when I asked her
about her experiences as a woman. She commented that she was unsure
about what this could mean for her and that she saw "all things as equal"
for w o m e n and men.

All of the other women associated the idea with their experiences
as mothers and wives. Carla commented on the manner in which she felt
devalued as a w o m a n who had stayed at h o m e to care for her children,
whilst Denise spoke of her hope to remarry. Jeannie talked about the
inequalities within relationships with m e n that w o m e n often experience,
linking her ideas to a discussion about feminism. Trish and Narelfe, in
different ways, talked about their perceptions of the strength of women,
pursuing their ideas in relation to themselves.
Carla spoke of herself as a woman in relation to her family. She
loves her children and enjoys the time she spends with them but, as they
have become older, she has looked beyond the family to satisfy her
needs. She has found, however, that as a wife and mother w h o has
stayed at home to care for her family she has often been devalued by
others:
You're always getting put down when you're at
home...you're not wjth society, you're in your own little
world...Well, at home, when you go to the shop they think
'Oh yeah, you're just a housewife and you got nothing else
better to do.
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h o m e and, as her children have become older, she has become
increasingly concerned with finding paid employment that is fulfilling.
Although she has a strong commitment to her husband and children, she
is determined to bring about the changes for herself that she regards as
crucial for her well-being. She values the idea of financial independence
but is also concerned about the nature of the work she hopes to
undertake. Her goal is to work with migrant w o m e n whose skills in
language are likely to isolate them from others, understanding through
first-hand experience the difficulties that many have to face.
Denise had little to say in response to questions about how she
saw herself as a w o m a n . She mentioned the importance of motherhood
and her choice to stay at h o m e to look after her children, rather than
returning to work. W h e n she heard Jeannie talking about feminism and
the lack of value attached to women's work in the home, Denise nodded in
agreement but had no comment to make about it.
Instead, the discussion turned to one of Denise's hopes for the
future. S h e hopes to meet a m a n she can love and marry, as she sees
that she will be lonely when her children eventually leave home. The
thought of remaining alone is something she dreads but, at the s a m e time,
she sees little hope of meeting someone because she has tended to live
an isolated life. W h e n I asked how she envisages herself in 15 years time
she gave the following reply:
/ want to be married [laughs]. I'm 50 now, I'll be 65. I want
to be retired from a job or looking forward to retirement. I
really do want to be married again, maybe grandchildren,
just for companionship, someone to share your life with.
Denise appears to define herself largely in relation to a h o m e and family.
She holds conventional beliefs about the place of a w o m a n in regard to a
family, although she also recognises the benefits for w o m e n that have
resulted from the feminist movement. Her decision to leave her husband
was taken because of what she regarded as the "loveless" nature of their
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not one she had contemplated before. As this point draws closer, Denise
has become more concerned with finding work, hoping that the friendships
that develop within the workplace will reduce her sense of loneliness. As
the oldest of the six women, her concerns in this regard are different from
those of the others, perhaps because of the imminent reality of her
situation.

Jeannie appeared interested at first in the idea of exploring her
experiences as a w o m a n but then spoke in rather more general terms
about what this meant:
/ think women have a hard time, I mean, without sounding
whinging or anything, but once you have children you're
expected to be the 24 hour nurse for the next 18 years
and you'll still be put down if you don't get it exactly right.
Whereas men create the children and still have a life aside
from them, but even without children in the equation, the
housework thing has always been that women have to do
it.
This comment reflects Jeannie's personal experience to a certain extent,
as well as her observations of others. She recognises the lack of value
attached to the work of women within the home and the inequity of this
situation when their experiences are compared with men.
She then moved on to talk about the feminist movement, distancing
herself as many younger women do from what she understands as
feminism:
/ wouldn't regard myself as feminist but personally, it's
opened my mind to a lot of things that I never really
thought of before. And I think, having only women too
[within the course she attended], we feel a lot more at
ease to sort of put our husbands down and have a bit of a
joke [laughs]. And we can come here, we're all women, we
all understand what the other person is going through or
has been through, so I think it makes a much more
relaxed, friendly environment...! wouldn't say I'm definitely
not a feminist, I'd just say its something I've never thought
before, 'Am I or aren't I?'...I know we wouldn't have
anywhere near the pay scales that women have now and
arightto vote, and I appreciate all of that, but it's not sort
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agenda and it's not that I'm against feminism but its not
something that I want to take an active part in.
Whilst these ideas reflect the enjoyment Jeannie gains from the company
of the other w o m e n in her course, she does not see the immediate issues
in her life as being compatible with aspects of feminism. She does,
however, demonstrate an understanding of some of the issues associated
with w o m e n in general, such as the right to equal pay. At this point, her
understanding of feminism itself is limited but perhaps her comments can
be interpreted as questioning the position of w o m e n within society.
Trish, on the other hand, embraced the notion of herself as a
w o m a n and she spoke of her experience in the following way:
/ Hke being a woman. I wouldn't choose to be a man. I
don't feel disadvantaged, that may not be real, but I don't
particularly feel disadvantaged. I look at a lot of the men
around and I prefer the fact that I can be in touch with my
feelings...I think I'm stronger than I ever was but I don't
see that as taking away from me being feminine. And I
don't see feminine as being weak or subservient in any
way. I see, as being feminine, that you are the nurturers,
that you are more understanding.

Trish has a clear view of herself as a woman and of the attributes that she
understands this involves. She perceives herself as enjoying knowledge
that she regards as being associated almost exclusively with women. For
Trish, there is power in being a woman.
She attributes this view to the way in which her mother, in
particular, has operated and to the manner in which she and her sisters
were brought up.
My mother's very much a matriarch of our family, you
know, she's the very strong one. And I look at my sisters
and they're very strong. My sisters are like my mother.
She's raised them by herself and so, femininity has never
been something that's weak. Its always been a strong
figure in my family...Dad worked every over-time shift
there was and left everything to my mother. She was the
boss. He's the peacemaker...My mother has worked for
over 20 years now and she delegated the housework.
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whilst my mother keeps on working.
Trish had

mentioned before that both she and her father were

"peacemakers" but, initially at least, she had assumed that this role
precluded authority. However, in this later interview she recognised within
herself s o m e of the attributes that she had always assigned to her mother.
Narelle was able to provide a direct response to the idea of herself
as a w o m a n and the understandings that this entailed for her. Whilst she
also spoke of the strength she could see in being a w o m a n , her comments
are of a slightly different nature to those of Trish. In regard to her status as
a w o m a n , Narelle m a d e the following comment:
/ think to be a woman you have to be strong. I think you
have to be less caring to be strong, just to show you don't
care as much. Particularly in public things, not private
things...! think in this world, and where I am now, to have
a bit more of the male qualities to survive, not to survive,
but to be doing the things that I want to do now. Its easy
enough to sit at home and have, this sounds terrible, all
the female qualities and, if you're comfortable with that,
that's good. But if you're going to go out in the workforce
you've got to be strong because you work with men, and
their perceptions of you, unless you show them that that's
not the way women are, will stay the same. So you've got
to show a little bit more strength.
Both Narelle and Trish associated w o m e n with strength, although in
different ways. In this instance, Narelle observes that being strong does
not necessarily preclude being caring, but it does not allow public
demonstrations of emotion. W o m e n need to display a competitive edge if
they are to be accepted by m e n within the public sphere but the qualities
that this involves are different from those that are acceptable for w o m e n
within the home.
During a later interview, however, Narelle reassessed the way she
thought about w o m e n and applied the knowledge to her own situation:
I'm still coming to terms with being in control of situations
and being, understanding where I stand with somebody.
Just like, with my ex-husband, its like he still has this
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I'm beginning to realise that. I'm beginning to see that
more and more, that I am equal...being allowed the same
value as him, whereas before, because he worked and it
was in the business and he went out to work and my job at
home was less valued. And I realise that it is important.
His perception is that it wasn't income-generating so he
said things all of the time. Now that we've split and we
have to sort out the finances, his perception of what I'm
entitled to and my perception are two different things and I
think he's having a hard time coming to terms with my
value and what I'm worth.
Rather than continuing to accept the inferior status that she found was
applied to her within their relationship, Narelle is now prepared to
challenge her husband's ideas. As she gains in self-knowledge and
understanding she is able to value herself as a w o m a n in ways that were
not open to her previously.
Five of the women displayed a variety of ideas in their
understandings of themselves as women. Most were aware of the lack of
value attached to the roles that w o m e n have traditionally played, although
not all see themselves as having been disadvantaged by these inequities.
For Jeannie and Denise, engaged in a course that supports many aspects
of feminism, there had already been scope for discussion about a variety
of issues. This w a s evident from Jeannie's response rather than from
Denise's, but both w o m e n had only recently been exposed to these ideas
when w e spoke. Narelle has developed an awareness of many of the
issues with which feminists are concerned since beginning her course at
the University and she has been able to apply certain ideas to herself,
challenging entrenched beliefs. Trish has also begun to take an interest in
feminist issues for similar reasons and, coming from a family background
where the authority of w o m e n is accepted, she finds certain issues less
challenging than m a n y other w o m e n . Carla has an awareness of some of
the issues faced by w o m e n from first-hand experience and is interested to
develop her understandings further.
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w o m e n in general could be raised as they had relevance in the lives of
these particular w o m e n . They drew on various experiences as they spoke
of w o m e n being valued less highly than m e n but apart from Narelle the
notion of feminism itself w a s one in which they expressed little interest. A s
Jeannie pointed out, she already has an agenda to follow and at this stage
there is little space in her life for exploring other challenges. T h e daily
realities of living within very limited budgets, caring for children and
negotiating the tensions involved in relationships with their partners,
m e a n s that there is little time or energy for dealing with concerns that
appear to exist at a distance. Nevertheless, the interviews provided an
opportunity for the w o m e n to explore issues of relevance for them and,
hopefully, to heighten their awareness of their own abilities as individuals.

The Potential for Change
A s I have suggested already, explorations of the personal
intelligences in combination with Linguistic intelligence allowed the quality
of personal agency experienced by each w o m a n to become available for
consideration. The combination of M.I. and narrative is especially
important here as this approach provides opportunities for the w o m e n to
reflect on their experiences within the broad parameters of the
intelligences. In addition, it enables each w o m a n to explore and challenge
her interpretations of those experiences, as well as the manner in which
others have shaped them. This combination of theoretical approaches has
also provided a relevant basis for analysing and understanding m u c h of
the material that has been gathered.
It is through an examination of the personal intelligences that we
become aware of our connections with others, as well as the contexts in
which w e operate and the influence these experiences have on us.
Following Michael White and David Epston (1995), Robert Neimeyer
(2000) has observed that the "alternative knowledges" that result from
explorations of this kind m a y serve as a "rite of passage that permits the

-199client to be reincorporated into the social world in a transformed status" (p.
235). In other words, as different w a y s of understanding oneself and one's
position in relation to others emerge, it becomes possible for the individual
to shape a more viable and coherent sense of the self than w a s possible
before, thereby enabling a transformation of one's own position in the
social world. In regard to the stories that have been revealed in this
project, explorations of these three particular intelligences have enabled
alternative knowledges and understandings that have permitted each
w o m a n to re-author her story in important ways.
Carla explained the importance that constructing her own profile
had for her in this regard. S h e referred to assessment procedures that she
had undertaken in recent years as she applied for courses which she
hoped would eventually lead to work. In each case, these procedures
involved someone else making judgements about her on the basis of her
responses to questions that had little or no significance for her. She
compared this with the experience of being able to construct her own
profile, albeit in collaboration with m e , and with coming to understand that
intelligence is more than something that can be measured through schoolbased tasks. A s Carla s a w it, she could be "in charge" of herself:
/ can say to myself, 'I've got this [M.I. profile] and I know
who I am'...I can see I can do something. Before, people
always told me, they always said, 'This is you. This is who
you are'. This time I can say it, 'This is who I am'.
Intelligent Profiles provides women with the opportunity to do what
Carla describes, it enables them to say "This is w h o I am". It does not
channel them into particular courses of study or places of work but it does
encourage them to appraise their abilities from a broader perspective than
they have been able to do before. The self-knowledge and understanding
they gain of their abilities through drawing on a wide variety of
experiences allows them to m a k e decisions about the future from a
perspective of themselves that they would not otherwise have had.
Importantly, it also acknowledges them as w o m e n and, as such, it
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influences that have typically operated against them.
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Chapter 8

INTELLIGENT PROFILES: AN ALTERNATIVE APPROACH
TO SELF-APPRAISAL

This thesis has explored an approach to counselling and
assessment that enables w o m e n returning to study to appraise their
abilities and potential in ways that have not previously been open to them.
It has challenged the approaches that have been traditionally used by
questioning the accepted notions of knowledge, expertise and authority on
which they rest. Intelligent Profiles, the model that has been proposed,
combines a pluralist view of intelligence with an approach to counselling
that is based on feminist principles. From this perspective, w o m e n are
encouraged to appraise their experiences in a context that both explores
and promotes a sense of personal agency.
Traditional conceptualisations of intelligence, whether the implicit
theories that are held by individuals or the explicit theories that receive
public acknowledgement, are limited in scope (Sternberg, 1990). They
ignore the broad spectrum of abilities that people experience as they
pursue their lives, permitting only a narrow view of individual potential. For
w o m e n , this problem is often compounded by the lack of value that has
traditionally been attached to the work they undertake, whether within the
h o m e or in the paid workforce. Intelligent Profiles addresses these issues
by incorporating principles that value w o m e n and what they know. In
addition, this model recognises the personal, structural and ideological
conditions that have oppressed w o m e n and it represents an active means
of challenging them.
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research on which this thesis rests reflect the effectiveness of the
approach taken in Intelligent Profiles. The informal appraisals that each
w o m a n had m a d e as a child of her own abilities were narrowly defined by
the conventional views of intelligence to which she had been exposed.
T h e experiences that accompany age had also served to confirm rather
than challenge the view that each w o m a n had formulated of her abilities.
At a point in their lives w h e n they were contemplating the directions that
they could take for the future, these informal appraisals of ability continued
to frame the value the w o m e n attached to themselves. The manner in
which each w o m a n envisaged her potential w a s limited accordingly, with
only a narrow range of options for study and work open to consideration.
Engaging in the process of Intelligent Profiles enabled each woman
to reappraise her abilities within a broader framework than had been
available before. It attached value to experiences that are frequently
regarded as being of little worth. In addition, it encouraged each w o m a n to
question the w a y s in which she saw herself as an agent of change in her
o w n life. T h e experience of constructing and re-constructing her own
profile allowed each w o m a n to re-interpret and re-evaluate the worth she
had attached to abilities that had developed over the course of her life. It
also enabled her to consider her potential in ways that had previously
been impossible.
It can be argued that we are all subject to discrimination when
conventional approaches of assessment are applied but, for those w h o
experience marginalisation in one form or another, this discrimination is
intensified. T h e broader framework of the M.I. approach as it has been
applied within Intelligent Profiles has the advantage of permitting accepted
ideas about knowledge that have undermined the position of women, in
particular, to be challenged. For the six w o m e n w h o participated in the
research underpinning this thesis, the process has provided them with a
greater understanding of their o w n abilities and potential, allowing them to
develop a more informed basis for making decisions about future avenues
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explored their experiences and abilities within a context that promotes a
sense of personal agency.

As I pointed out in the first chapter, the heart of this thesis lies in
the responses of the six w o m e n w h o took part in this research. The two
previous chapters demonstrate this as the women's stories are revealed
and their profiles are constructed and interpreted. It is also through the
manner in which the w o m e n have responded to their o w n experience of
the model that its effectiveness as a means of encouraging self-appraisal
can be determined. In thisfinalchapter I a m concerned specifically with
evaluating the model, as well as reflecting on the processes that are
involved in its application. In order to do this, the manner in which the
w o m e n were able to m a k e use of Intelligent Profiles as a tool for selfappraisal will be considered. In addition, by reflecting on m y own
involvement as I collaborated with the w o m e n , certain observations can be
m a d e of the overall process that, in turn, allow a consideration of
recommendations for the future.
Self-Appraisal Through Profile Construction
All of the w o m e n described the construction of their own profiles as
a positive experience. For each one, the notion that intelligence can be
defined broadly in terms they had not considered before w a s significant.
They understood that intelligence involves more than knowledge of
school-based subjects and that it can be assessed in ways that recognise
and value a multiplicity of life experiences. For example, when I asked
Trish to summarise her experience of constructing her own profile, she
m a d e the following observation:
It's been really interesting because I came in here [the
school] after staying at home for 15 years and you think,
you know, you come because you have no skills. You've
stayed at home, you haven't worked, you haven't done
anything for 15 years. So, that's when you come. And
when you look at this [final profile] you think, 'Well, I have
done things and there is knowledge that has built up'. It
may not be the I.Q. type test knowledge but you do
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you look at that and think, 'Okay, I can do things'.
Trish w a s able to recognise and value the abilities she had developed
over the years since leaving school as important. In the construction of her
final profile, in particular, she w a s able to draw on a wealth of experiences
from her time at h o m e with her children and through her interactions with
others. T h e more formal learning experiences in which she has recently
engaged

as a mature-age student were also considered

in the

construction of her profile.
Importantly, the notion that she "can do things" suggests that by
developing an awareness of her own abilities, Trish has also been able to
develop a greater sense of agency than she had previously experienced.
Whilst the broader understanding of intelligence that she had gained is no
doubt important here, the process of profile construction and the context
of the relationship in which this w a s framed are also significant. In
conjunction with a concrete representation of her abilities through the
profiles she constructed, a context that challenges conventional beliefs
about intelligence and about w o m e n is more likely to support Trish, as well
as other w o m e n , in developing a greater degree of agency.
This last point is also reflected in a response made by Carla that
w a s mentioned in the previous chapter. W h e n comparing the experience
of constructing her o w n profile with previous experiences that had
involved an assessment of her m a d e by others, Carla observed that her
construction of her o w n M.I. profile had allowed her to m a k e decisions
about the relative strengths and weaknesses of various abilities. The
concrete representation of these abilities not only allowed her to identify
her potential, but it also enabled her to acknowledge the significant part
she had played in her o w n assessment. In Carla's words, rather than other
people telling her w h o she was, the profile enabled her to say to herself
"This is who I am".
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m a d e by Trish and Carla, although they all understood that the profiles
and the process underlying their construction does not constitute a "magic
wand". Recognising abilities and being able to represent these graphically
did not offer an immediate solution to decisions regarding future courses
of study and work. Instead, it became possible for the w o m e n to
acknowledge their worth as individuals and to speculate about their
potential in ways that had not been open to them before. Again, it w a s the
sense of personal control within their own lives that w a s important to the
w o m e n and that, ultimately, will support them in making more informed
decisions in regard to study and work options.
The theoretical approaches that have been employed within this
model combine to m a k e it a powerful tool for self-appraisal. The M.I.
approach is an effective m e a n s of conceptualising intelligence and it is
possible, within a relatively short space of time, to outline the eight
intelligences and provide resources that will support the construction of an
individual's profile. A n approach informed by feminist principles is also
necessary for challenging the narrow interpretations that m a y have been
m a d e of various experiences. Entrenched views of intelligence can only
be challenged w h e n w o m e n are able to unmask the hidden assumptions
that are reflected in the structurally subordinate position they occupy
within society. A s I argued in the first chapter, it is through the interplay of
these two approaches that significant changes of both a personal and
political nature can be supported.
The Significance of the Collaborative Process
The collaborative process underpinning Intelligent Profiles w a s an
effective m e a n s of enabling mature-age female students to appraise their
abilities and potential. From m y perspective as a researcher, the
framework within which I worked with the w o m e n allowed m e to
collaborate with them as w e explored various aspects of their experiences.
It permitted m e to challenge their beliefs and attitudes and to pursue
issues of significance. I w a s also able to encourage and support them as
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their abilities that had not been open to them before. A s I have mentioned
above, the collaborative relationship that w a s developed with each w o m a n
during the course of this research enhanced rather than diminished the
sense of agency that each one experienced.
Three points have emerged as being of particular importance in
assessing the effectiveness of Intelligent Profiles within this research.
First, the implicit theories of intelligence that each of the w o m e n had
developed over the years limited not only the scope and manner in which
they assessed their o w n abilities, but also the ways in which they were
then able to contemplate their o w n potential. Options for the future were
likely to be considered only within the narrow parameters they had already
identified for assessing their abilities. Presenting a different view of
intelligence encouraged them to question and redefine the parameters
they had set, resulting in a more comprehensive view of their o w n abilities
and of their potentials.
Secondly, the process in which each woman engaged as she told
her story and constructed her o w n profile enabled her to assume an active
position in the appraisal of her o w n abilities. A n assessment that is
imposed by another m a y have little meaning for the person involved when
her control of the process and outcomes are limited. For w o m e n , in
particular, this m a y confirm feelings of inadequacy and inferiority.
Intelligent Profiles, on the other hand, provides encouragement and
support as the individual is challenged to consider alternative ways of
thinking about herself and her experiences. Through a reappraisal of their
own abilities within a framework that encouraged emancipation, the
women's sense of agency w a s enhanced.
Finally, recognising the significance of language as performative is
crucial. A s Michael White and David Epston (1990) have observed,
different w a y s of speaking can create vastly different options for the
person telling her story. T h e M.I. perspective and the profile itself provide
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turn, lead to n e w ways of understanding and of moving on in one's life. In
addition, the collaborative relationship that w a s established placed each
w o m a n in a position where she w a s invited to adopt an "agentic position"
(Drewery, Winslade & Monk, 2000, p. 256) in relation to her o w n
experiences. This emphasis on encouraging a sense of agency w a s a
critical factor in the effectiveness of the model for the w o m e n involved.
The Way Ahead: Recommendations for Future Work
Whilst I a m interested in exploring the variety of ways in which
Intelligent Profiles m a y be used in future research projects, I a m also
concerned with its more immediate relevance for the w o m e n

who

participated in this study. Trish's experiences since completing her H S C
course and taking part in the research serve as a coda for the ways in
which the other w o m e n have also m a d e use of the new understandings
they have gained of themselves. Trish has quite recently enrolled as a first
year student at university and is undertaking a course of study that leads
to professional qualifications within the area of behavioural science and
psychology. Still somewhat surprised by the direction she has taken, she
remains cautiously optimistic about what the future holds for her.
Attending university is an option she had never considered before
engaging in the research project and it is unlikely that she would have
gained enough confidence in her o w n abilities to contemplate it, despite
the success she achieved at school as a mature-age student. Remaining
in contact with the w o m e n w h o engaged in this project provides a m e a n s
of assessing the long-term value of gains that have been m a d e within this
research.
Intelligent Profiles has been developed as a tool to support women
as they appraise their abilities. Its success within the research described
in this thesis hints at the promise it holds for use with w o m e n in other
contexts. Further research is mandatory, however, if its effectiveness is to
be improved and itsflexibilityis to be demonstrated. O n e aspect of future
research that could provide additional dimensions to the model is its use
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include its application with those w h o are subject to various forms of
marginalisation: for example, m e n w h o are seeking re-entry to the
workforce and school-leavers.

The relative potency of the Linguistic and the personal intelligences
as a platform for change w a s one surprising aspect of this project. For the
six w o m e n engaged in this research, this combination of intelligences
provided a powerful m e a n s of interrogating past experiences and
considering future potentials. A s I indicated in the preceding chapter, this
combination of intelligences allowed explorations of particular abilities
within each

area. In addition, it also provided opportunities for

investigating

the degree

of personal

agency

that each

woman

experienced. In concert, explorations within these three intelligences
brought coherence to each story as it emerged within the framework of the
M.I. approach. It would be interesting, therefore, to examine this
combination of intelligences in more detail as women's stories are
explored in a variety of different contexts. Research of this kind could lead
to improved understandings of the ways in which the model m a y be used
most effectively.
For two of the women participating in this project, Jeannie and
Denise, joint interviews were held a number of times because of their
attendance within the s a m e class. Both w o m e n were respectful of the right
of one another to speak and, at various times, sought and offered
comment in response to the particular topic under discussion. O n e of the
benefits of these joint interviews w a s the perspective that another person
w a s able to add as stories were told and interpreted and as abilities were
appraised. O n this basis, an investigation of the ways in which the model
m a y be used productively within small groups is recommended.
Assessing the flexibility of Intelligent Profiles as a model that may
be used with one person or with a number of people under various
conditions is an important aspect of future research. O n e m e a n s of
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teaching program designed for w o m e n considering re-entry to study and
to the workforce. The course in which Jeannie and Denise were enrolled,
for example, w a s part of a program that aimed to acquaint w o m e n with the
basic skills necessary for a return to work. In Denise's case, in particular,
the interplay of her involvement in the research with particular tasks that
were d e m a n d e d by the coursework led her to gain a greater degree of
insight into her o w n abilities than m a y have been the case otherwise.
Whilst this idea could prove to be productive in the sense that it
m a y provide low-income w o m e n , in particular, with greater access to the
model, a number of problems are also involved. The level of disclosure
that a narrative approach encourages is valuable as w o m e n explore past
events and experiences before interpreting these within the context of the
model that has been proposed. It could be argued that a group setting
causes people to be more reticent about revealing experiences of a
personal nature and, therefore, dilutes the nature of ensuing discussions.
Within a group setting, therefore, it would be beneficial to have a good
understanding of group dynamics and to build s o m e rapport, where
necessary, between individuals so that disclosures were not inhibited,
enhancing the level of support that could be drawn from the group.
An additional concern, whether working with an individual or a
group, is the seductive nature of the stories that emerge through a
narrative approach. At times, the stories themselves almost overpower the
purpose for which they are told, that is, so that events and experiences
can be interpreted within an M.I. framework. Attention must be given to
the tensions that exist in balancing the elements within this approach so
that the stories remain accounts of experiences that can be interpreted
and reconceptualised within the M.I. framework.
Using the model within a teaching program or other settings also
raises the issue of responsibility and of the boundaries that define one's
role as a professional. Given the personal nature of the information that
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specialised skills of a counsellor are necessary if the model is to be used
to greatest effect and with the least risk of distress to those involved.
Although I support the spirit of this suggestion, as I mentioned in Chapter
Five, the boundaries between one's work as a researcher, counsellor and
teacher are constantly blurred. Within an educational institution, it m a y be
that a counsellor could intervene in classes in order to integrate the model
with the presentation of other work. Another practical option to consider
would be to provide a manual or even a training course of s o m e kind that
would provide teachers and academic advisers with the skills and
resources necessary for working with students in a collaborative manner.
With a supportive counsellor in the background, this could be a useful
option for m a n y institutions.

Although the professional status of the person who assumes
responsibility for conducting such a program is important, the political
agenda of that person and of the institution within which the program
operates are also critical to the overall effectiveness of the model. A s I
have argued in earlier chapters, the approach that I have taken is
grounded firmly in feminist principles and if these are compromised the
model loses its effectiveness. A counsellor w h o operates from a "valuefree" approach is likely to be less effective in terms of Intelligent Profiles
than is a sensitive teacher w h o embraces the goals of feminism.

The theoretical perspectives that have informed this model are all
the focus of continuing research. M.I. has been the subject of debate and
investigation, at least within the educational arena, since the release of
Howard Gardner's work in 1983. Michael White (1988) and Robert
Neimeyer (2000), more recently, have encouraged those working with
narrative to extend and develop their ideas in this regard. Both authors
encourage research that prompts people to challenge "the dominant and
disqualifying stories or knowledges that others have of them and their
relationships" (White, 1988, p. 28) and to provide support as personal
narratives are revised. Feminists continue to refine their understandings
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they participate (Kitzinger & Wilkinson, 1996). A n awareness of the work
that is being pursued in each of these areas is equally as important as the
research that I have proposed above if a critical and informed approach is
to be taken to Intelligent Profiles.
Concluding Remarks
Intelligent Profiles has emerged as a model that can be used
effectively with mature-age w o m e n returning to study. A s increasing
numbers of w o m e n pursue this option, the range of tools that is currently
available for supporting them must be seriously examined. W e can no
longer afford to adhere to the traditional methods of counselling and
assessment that continue to discriminate against w o m e n . Instead, w e
need to expose the assumptions that are embedded within traditional
theories and techniques, as well as to challenge the manner in which they
have been pursued in practice. Encouraging w o m e n to identify and fulfill
their potential is one w a y in which the personal, social and political goals
of feminism can be realised.

Mary Gergen (1997) has suggested that we need to search for
different w a y s to construct life stories to those that have been available to
us traditionally as w o m e n and men. The model that has been presented in
this thesis provides an opportunity for doing just that. It encourages
alternative ways of constructing life stories because it is based on
premises of ability that differ from those that have traditionally been
accepted. It allows "other" potentials to be taken into account and it
encourages w o m e n to challenge the manner in which they have
traditionally been positioned. Intelligent Profiles enables w o m e n to reauthor the stories of their lives and their futures in ways that have never
been open to them before.
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Introduction
In 1983, an American psychologist named Howard Gardner wrote a book
called Frames of Mind. T h e book has gained popularity with educators in
many countries and his ideas have been promoted in Australia by Wilma
Vialle in her book Nurturing Multiple Intelligences in the Australian
Classroom. Gardner's book explains his theory of Multiple Intelligences, a
theory suggesting that all people possess not one, but m a n y intelligences.
Originally, Gardner outlined seven intelligences but he has recently added
one more to the list, making eight intelligences. T o give you an idea of the
differences between these eight intelligences, think about the Australians
listed below and try to decide which one of them is the most intelligent.

Who is the Most Intelligent?
Blessed Mary MacKillop, nun
David Malouf, author
Joan Sutherland, opera singer
Albert Namatjira, artist
Cathy Freeman, athlete
William Farrar, scientist
Oodgeroo Noonuccal, poet
Harry Butler, environmentalist

It is impossible to answer such a question because each one of these
people is accomplished in very different fields. Like all of us, they have
very different intellectual profiles that have led them to achieve in quite
different ways. In other words, they have differing blends of the eight
intelligences and so, rather than asking " W h o is the most intelligent?" w e
should ask of others and of ourselves "How a m I intelligent?" and "In what
ways m a y I b e c o m e more intelligent?"

Linguistic Intelligence
Linguist Intelligence involves using spoken, written or sign language for a
variety of purposes which m a y include any of the following;
• to entertain, for example, telling a story; telling a joke
• to persuade, for example, a debate; a barrister's final summation
• to communicate ideas, for example, explaining a concept- giving
directions
• to solve problems, for example, posing oneself questions; reading
instructions
• to prompt the memory, for example, writing a shopping list; keeping a
diary.
1

Occupations that draw heavily on the Intelligence:
novelists
poets
barristers
politicians
actors
story-tellers
orators
journalists
comedians
Key Exponents:
Novelists: Ruth Park, Tim Winton, David Malouf, Thea Astley
Magistrate: Pat O'Shane
Politician: Carmen Lawrence
Journalists: Jana Wendt, Philip A d a m s
Television personality: Andrew Denton
Products:
novels
scripts
contracts
poems
manuals
crosswords
arguments
jokes
magazines
speeches
myths/ legends

non-fiction
advertising copy
nonsense languages
instructions
newspapers
Scrabble/word g a m e s
debates
puns
plays
stories
lyrics

Indicators:
enjoys talking
enjoys reading
has good vocabulary
likes to write
enjoys playing with words: word games, puns, rhymes
asks lots of questions, particularly "Why?" questions
is bilingual-picks up n e w language easily
understands the functions of language
can talk about language skills

M u s i c a l Intelligence
Musical Intelligence is the ability to communicate or gain meaning from
music. It m a y also involve an ability to perform and/or create a musical
piece. Sensitivity to patterns in sounds is a critical element of this
intelligence. A n example is the child w h o can distinguish between the
siren of the police car and the siren of the ambulance. It is important to
note that all cultures on the face of the Earth incorporate music as a way
of capturing ideas, expressing emotions, telling stories and recording
important events. If you doubt the power of music to affect your mood, try
watching a silent movie with contrasting styles of music-the s a m e footage
that has you in tears with one soundtrack can have you laughing
uncontrollably with a different style of music.
Plato believed that musical understanding was an essential element of
thinking and consequently recommended that children should be taught
music before any other subjects. Through attending to the rhythm and
harmony of music, he contended, children would develop minds that
would be able to process other types of information.
Occupations that draw heavily on the Intelligence:
sound recordist
musician
composer
conductor
Morse C o d e operator
instrument makers
piano tuners
critics
Key Exponents:
Opera singer: Joan Sutherland
Singers: Anthony Warlow, Marina Prior
Pianist: D e n e Olding
Violinist: Anthony Tognetti
Composer: Peter Sculthorpe
Conductor: Steward Challender
Products:
symphony
advertising jingles
soundtrack

song
performance
opera

Indicators:
sensitivity to sound patterns
h u m s tunes
taps or sways in rhythm
discriminates a m o n g sounds
has good sense of pitch
moves rhythmically
remembers tunes and sound patterns
seeks and enjoys musical experiences
captures the essence of a beat and adjusts movement
patterns according to changes

L o g i c a l - M a t h e m a t i c a l Intelligence
Logical-Mathematical Intelligence involves recognising and exploring
patterns, categories or relationships using objects or symbols, for
example, using an abacus; manipulating concrete materials in
mathematics; using mathematical symbols; grouping objects together.
It also involves experimenting or solving problems in an ordered, step-bystep manner, for example, conducting a science experiment; using or
inventing a recipe to cook simple or elaborate food.
Occupations that draw heavily on the
mathematicians
computer programmers
accountants
inventors
doctors
astronomer

Intelligence:
scientists
lawyers
economists
detectives
trivia champs

Key Exponents:
Quiz champion/scientist: Barry Jones
Scientists: Sir Marc Oliphant, Cathy Foley
Inventor/scientist: William Farrer
Mathematicians: Ted Mack, Hannah N e u m a n
Products:
computer program
mathematical proof
flow chart
pie graph
balance sheet

puzzle solution
medical prognosis
invention
time line
theorem

Indicators:
enjoys solving puzzles
plays with numbers: counting
wants to know h o w things work
oriented towards rule-based activities
is interested in "if...then" logic
likes to collect and classify things
is analytical in approach to problems

Spatial Intelligence
Spatial Intelligence is the ability to perceive and manipulate threedimensional objects or visual materials in the head. It can involve
interpretation of the visual display, for example, creating a work of art;
drawing a map.
It may also involve navigating oneself within an environment, for example,
orienteering;findinga location by using a street directory.
Occupations that draw heavily on the Intelligence:
artists
architects
urban planners
surveyors
navigators
mechanics
cartoonists
explorers
curators
interior designers
chess players
photographers
fashion designers
florists
Key Exponents:
Tracker: Bill "Tracker" Robinson
Cartoonist: Michael Leunig
Artist: Ken Done, Albert Namatjira
Designers: Jenny Kee, Laura Ashley
Urban planner: Walter Burley-Griffin
Explorers: Matthew Flinders, Abel T a s m a n
Navigator: Kay Cottee
Products:
painting
sculpture
diagram
plan
model
maze
mural
jigsaw puzzle
ikebana
photograph

drawing
map
cartoon
collage
building
engine
flow chart
origami
film/video

Indicators:
likes to draw
has a keen eye for detail
likes to take things apart
likes to build things
enjoys orienteering
has a good sense of parts to the whole
is mechanically adept
remembers places by description or image
can interpret m a p s

Bodily-Kinaesthetic Intelligence
Bodily-Kinaesthetic Intelligence involves the use of motor skills in the
execution of particular tasks such as playing a sport or performing a
dance. It m a y also involve fine motor skills as in the art of calligraphy or
cross-stitch or manipulating tools. The area of sport is probably one of the
most controversialfieldsof endeavour to include in the s a m e sentence as
intelligence. In fact, m a n y people entertain ideas that sport and
intelligence are mutually exclusive. However, if w e look closely at the
performances of top athletes, w e see a different picture.
Consider Sir Donald Bradman, one of the greatest cricketers of all time.
W h e n he stood at the crease, he observed the way in which the ball w a s
held by the bowler, hisfirstclue to h o w the ball w a s likely to bounce. A s
the ball left the hand of the bowler, he would adjust his stance, calculate
where the ball w a s likely to land and prepare to play the appropriate shot,
aware of the positions of the opposing players on the field, before finally
executing the stroke. All these decisions were m a d e in a split second and
necessarily involved great cognitive power-physical reaction alone is not
sufficient to explain such expertise. If w e look at any other sport, w e find
the s a m e evidence of a high level of cognitive involvement.
Occupations that draw heavily on the Intelligence:
professional athlete dancer
sculptor
gymnast
circus performer
calligrapher
watchmaker/jeweller
surgeon
choreographer
wood-turner
Key Exponents:
Rugby players: Mai Meninga, Nick Farr-Jones
Golfers: Jan Stephenson, Greg Norman, David Graham
Swimmers: Keiran Perkins, D a w n Fraser
Athletes: Cathy Freeman
Tennis players: Rod Laver, Evonne Cawley, Pat Cash
Ballerina: Margot Fonteyn
Dancer: Paul Mercurio
Choreographer: Graham Murphy
Products:
surgical procedure
jewellery item
performance
furniture item

dance
statue
sculpture
game

Indicators:
good sense of balance and/or rhythm
good hand-eye co-ordination
early ease in manipulating objects eg, ball, needle
"reads" body language

Intrapersonal Intelligence
Intrapersonal Intelligence is being aware of your own feelings, ideas and
thoughts. It is recognising your o w n pattern of strengths and weaknesses
and knowing h o w to maximise your strengths. It can be the child w h o is
able to get through several years of school without anyone discovering
that they can't read because they have manipulated the situation so well.
It is the child w h o prefers not to try rather than "fail".
Occupations that draw heavily on the Intelligence:
poet
psychologist
autobiographer
spiritualist
writer
philosopher
artist
diarist
counsellor
Key Exponents:
Poets: Oodgeroo Noonuccal, Judith Wright
Artist: Brett Whitely
Writer: Patrick White
Products:
poems
diaries
art works
autobiography
family histories
Indicators:
communicates feelings
is aware of strengths and weaknesses
expresses strong like or dislike of particular activities
confident of o w n abilities
sets appropriate goals
works toward ambitions

Interpersonal Intelligence
Interpersonal Intelligence involves sensitivity to the feelings, motive and
m o o d s of others. It involves an ability to build relationships with others and
work as a m e m b e r of a team. It involves being empathefic towards others.
Politicians w h o understand the m o o d of the voters and can keep them "on
side" are drawing heavily on this intelligence. In the schoolyard, it is the
child w h o organises the other children into activities and they all happily
follow the directions!
Occupations that draw heavily on the Intelligence:
teacher
nurse
social worker
counsellor
receptionist
manager
salesperson
priest/minister/rabbi
entrepreneur
anthropologist
ombudsman
tour guide
politician
Key .Exponents:
Fred Hollows, w h o s e work with medical training and service
in developing countries inspired the nation
Mary MacKillop, nun beatified by the Pope in 1995 for the
establishment of the Josephite sisters
Robyn Archer, multi-skilled entertainer, comedian, writer,
singer, commentator
Dick Smith, entrepreneur-cum-adventurer and marketer of
Dick Smith Electronics and Australian Geographic
Products:
group work
plays
dialogues
mobilisation of people, for example, movements, clubs, cults
consensual decisions
Indicators:
demonstrates empathy towards others *
is admired by peers
relates well to peers and adults alike
displays skills of leadership
works co-operatively with others
is sensitive to the feelings of others
acts as a mediator or counsellor to otherJ

Naturalistic Intelligence
Naturalistic Intelligence is the ability to recognise and classify plants,
minerals and animals, including rocks and grass and all variety of flora
and fauna. The ability to recognise cultural artifacts like cars or sneakers
m a y also depend on the naturalist intelligence. Whilst w e all do this to a
certain extent when w e recognise dogs, cats and trees, s o m e people from
an early age are extemely good at recognising and classifying artifacts.
For example, w e all know children who, at age 3 or 4, are better at
recognising dinosaurs than most adults.
Naturalistic Intelligence is also demonstrated through sensitivity to other
features of the natural world such as clouds and rock configurations. This
ability w a s clearly of value in our evolutionary past as hunters, gatherers
and farmers; it continues to be important in such roles as botanist or chef.
Charles Darwin is probably the most famous example of a naturalist
because he saw so deeply into the nature of living things. Evidence of his
ability is found in his book On the Origin of Species by Means of Natural
Selection, outlining his ideas about natural selection and the 'survival of
the fittest'.
Occupations that draw heavily on the Intelligence:
taxonomist
ornithologist
zoologist
geologist
botanist
biologist
environmentalist
horticulturalist
veterinarian
ethologist
Key Exponents:
Environmentalist: Harry Butler
Environmentalist: David Attenborough
Botanist: David Suzuki
Zoologist: Konrad Lorenz
Natural Scientist: Charles Darwin
Author: D e s m o n d Morris
Products:
classification schemes
artwork
maps
medicine

books
crops
food

Indicators:
discriminates a m o n g living things
classifies according to c o m m o n elements
recognises patterns
analyses problems and properties of objects
integrates different pieces of information

Constructing an M.I. Profile
Build your o w n profile showing those intelligences that you have relative
strengths in at this moment. Think about all the different skills and abilities
you have developed over the course of your life so far as you complete
this .profile. Also, imagine h o w you m a y be able to develop these
intelligences further, given the right kinds of opportunities.

Linguistic

Musical

LogicalMath.

Spatial

BodilyKinaes.

Intrapersonal

InterNaturalist
personal j

